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I Have a Dream…

Joel 2:18-28
CWZepp, Bridgewater Retirement Community Vespers, January 16, 2011
Tomorrow, our nation will observe the birthday of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and I have been thinking a lot lately about his legacy and his work during the mid-twentieth century.  I am too young to remember any of his life or work personally, so most of you are probably better qualified to speak on topic this evening than I.  On the other hand, I have grown up in a culture that has been at least partially transformed because of his life and work.  I was barely conscious of race as a child and youth.  I have had to learn about our country’s history of prejudice, segregation, and violence from textbooks and in the classroom.  That in and of itself is a testament to how far we have come.  But when I look at our children and youth, whose formative years are being spent with a man of color in the white house and friends of all colors and cultures in their classrooms, and I consider how different that is from the world in which Dr. Martin Luther King grew up, I am more and more amazed at the vision which has driven this transformation.  

And so I have been thinking about what it was about that vision that gave it such traction during the civil rights movement, what it was about the dream of Martin Luther King, articulated so clearly in his famous speech on the Washington Mall in 1963, that so moved people to quite literally change the world.  And I have been wondering if it was a unique phenomenon – something that was so specific to King’s charisma and personality that could never be repeated, or if such a transformative vision could once again visit our time and our land.  

I ask these questions partially because I see problems in our world today, problems that appear to be so deep and so ingrained in our lives that all hope for something different seems to be in vain.  But I also ask because I have a dream of my own – a dream that I doubt carries the same gravitas as the dream of Martin Luther King, but a dream non the less, and a dream that – should it come true – has the potential to change our world.  

My dream springs from the words of the prophet Joel that were read earlier.  It’s a dream born in that promise of God’s spirit being poured out on all flesh, of old ones dreaming dreams and young ones seeing visions.  My dream is that the dreams of the elderly will touch the visions of our youth, and that the two will come together to bring real and lasting change into our troubled world.  

This morning, I taught a youth Sunday School class in which we were talking about some of these ideas.  Together, we watched Dr. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech on video.  Afterward we talked about some of the problems in our world today, problems that – like racism and segregation in the 1960s – seemed too big to tackle.  Problems that seemed to be woven into the fabric of our existence, just part of life that you needed to accept as less than perfect, but just the way things are.  Problems that at first glance might seem hopeless.  

The problems they named were very real, and very, very deep.  They named war and the plague of violence in our world.  They named Global Warming and the destruction of our environment.  They named hunger and food shortages and starving children around the world.  And they named prejudice and religious intolerance.  

Then I asked the youth to try to imagine a future without those problems – to share with me their dreams for a better tomorrow.  They were to come up with at least one practical thing they could do to work toward that dream and to name one way that their dream is rooted in their faith.  

Their responses on this front were typical: for the most part, the dreams they named for the future were the simple reversal of the problems they named.  No war.  No global warming.  Enough food for everyone.  Tolerance and respect for other cultures and religions.  And they named some good, concrete steps to work toward them: Learn about someone else’s religion.  Participate in food drives.  Unplug appliances and ride a bike instead of driving.  Don’t fight.  

But where I found their responses really lacking was in their ability to connect their dreams and their steps to work toward those dreams with their life of faith.  By far the best response I got was from one who said that “God gave us this world, and its our job to take care of it”, when speaking about the problem of Global Warming.  But for the most part, the youth had difficulty naming how their faith gave birth to their dreams for a better future.  For the most part, their dreams were not rooted in their faith.  For the most part, their dreams lacked a firm and stable foundation and roots.  

And that is where my dream comes in.  Because we really shouldn’t expect our children and youth to have deep roots in our faith tradition, should we?  They lack the life experience, the wisdom of age, and the strength of a personally tested and deeply owned and examined faith.  By definition and necessity, our youth have relatively shallow roots, simply because they have not been around long enough to sink their roots far into soil of life.  They have eyes to see the problems of our world.  They have the imagination to dream of a better future.  And they have the energy and will to work toward it. 

But our youth have shallow roots and a relatively weak foundation of faith.  Not because they don’t care or they don’t believe, but because they are young.  

And that is where you come in.  Because you also have eyes to see the problems of our world.  You also have the imagination to envision a better future.  And you have the wisdom, deep roots, and strong foundation of a faith tested and examined and refined over a lifetime that our youth lack.  But age has stripped most of you of the energy, stamina, and will to work toward any vision of a better tomorrow.  

That is why you need each other.  Our youth need your wisdom and your deeply rooted faith.  They need you to help connect their dreams for a better tomorrow to the living history and tradition of our faith; to help interpret their dreams as a new chapter in a story which stretches back to the beginning of time.  And you need our youth to give traction to your visions, to provide the energy and stamina needed to move your vision from dream to reality.  

So on this weekend when we remember and celebrate the life of one whose dream has changed our world, I too have a dream.  I have a dream that God’s spirit will indeed be poured out on all flesh, and that our old ones shall indeed dream dreams and our young ones shall indeed see visions; but even more, that they shall see and dream together.  So that the wisdom of age and the energy of youth will come together, enlivened and empowered by the Spirit, the same Spirit which enlivened Martin Luther King with a vision of a future void of racial injustice, the same Spirit which empowered Jesus with a vision of the Kingdom of God, and the same Spirit that is still living and moving among us today
