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“When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did as the angel of the Lord commanded him…” (Mt 1:24) 

• With your bulletin, I have included a photo of an evocative stained glass 
window. Though I don’t know the source, I assume it’s modern, but in medieval 
style. It portrays persons from very different times and places, side by side at 
the same moment. Isaiah, along with the purple-robed King Ahaz, look ahead 
to a later fulfillment of Isaiah’s promise in Joseph’s dream, after seven hundred 
years. And, surely, standing with them, we see the boy David, who lived three 
hundred years earlier. For David was a common ancestor to both the wicked 
King Ahaz, and the righteous King Jesus. Freed from the constraints of 
geographical space and linear time, the artist has portrayed the content of a 
vision. It is a spiritual perception not bound by our usual orientation toward 
objective data and factual information. Both the prophet and the king, if they 
are open to it, can apprehend the vision pictured in black and white, a revealed 
sign of something real, but not yet seen by human eyes. 

• Last week, reflecting on a theme present in the readings, I explored how some 
aspects of Native American religion parallel a biblical worldview. This is 
especially true of what the Creed calls “all that is, seen and unseen.” 
Paradoxically, the medicine man, Black Elk, had a view of Creation closer to 
some biblical prophets, than to ours. A related theme appears in our readings 
today. It concerns how dreams and visions, and messenger-angels, 
communicate truths that come to us from beyond. Our Collect speaks of God’s 
“daily visitations.” And Scripture portrays the Lord as being present to Israel in 
many ways, but principally through the prophets. 

• Notice the first words in our reading from Isaiah: “Again, the Lord spoke to 
Ahaz…” The Lord had spoken to Ahaz before, and the Lord was likely to do so 
again. But how? After Ahaz responded to the Lord’s words, our reading tells us 
what the prophet then said: “Hear… O house of David!” So, the Lord spoke to 
Ahaz, but through the prophet Isaiah. We don’t know how Isaiah came to be 
regarded as a prophet, but Black Elk’s story provides a strong clue. Over time, 
from his youth into adulthood, people noticed how Black Elk appeared to have 
a special source of knowledge not shared by others. Insights from the spirit-
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world seemed to come to him, including notable premonitions, and an acute 
awareness about impending events. When his premonitions and awareness 
were subsequently vindicated, Black Elk’s stature among his people grew.   1

• We may safely suppose the same was true for prophets like Amos, Isaiah and 
Jeremiah. Over time, they needed to gain confidence within, and not simply 
respect from others. This enabled them to speak forthrightly, in the way Isaiah 
does to an evil king, abandoning all caution in such confrontations. Without 
hesitation, Isaiah voices God’s truth. “Ask a sign from God,” the Lord demands 
through the prophet. But Ahaz demurs, turning aside his opportunity. 

• In a pre-modern view of the world shared by mystics like Black Elk and biblical 
prophets, the natural and the supernatural are entwined and inseparable. 
Within such a worldview, dreams and visions function strongly. For us, it is 
different. We typically assess the value of seeing in terms of what we can 
identify objectively and measure through our senses. To us, dreams and visions 
are examples of fantasy, and they obscure genuine perception of what is real. 
We assume that dreams and visions originate within our imagination. We don’t 
think they bear messages from beyond, from a realm different than the world 
that so occupies our attention. With regard to possible revelation, we resemble 
Walker Percy’s castaway on a desert island, who finds a corked bottle washed 
up onshore. Because a message in a bottle has no value if it’s been written by 
the castaway, instead of by someone else, who might come to find us.  And 2

Scripture is like a message in a bottle, written by the great Spirit beyond! 

• What, then, are we to make of God’s words through the prophet Joel? : 

You shall know that I am … the Lord, … 
I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; 
    your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, 
    your old men shall dream dreams, 
    and your young men shall see visions. 
Even on the male and female slaves, 

    in those days, I will pour out my spirit.   3
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• The Lord, the transcendent God of Israel, promises to be a source of prophecy, 
and a giver of dreams and visions. The Lord will pour out the Holy Spirit upon 
all people, even upon slaves! These are mighty promises. But they are 
promises likely to be remembered and treasured only by those who value such 
things. A sharp contrast separates King Ahaz, who refuses to ask for a sign, from 
Black Elk, and his openness to signs and visions, to dreams and prophecy. 
Black Elk, in his mystical initiation as a heyoka, or medicine man, removes his 
clothes and unbraids his hair in a sacred tipi. He does this to humble himself, in 
the presence of higher, sacred, beings.  By contrast, proud Ahaz speaks 4

dismissively to Isaiah, God’s holy prophet. In the presence of a divinely-sent 
messenger, Ahaz refuses to express any humility or deference to the Lord, who 
is the true King of Israel! 

• Ahaz’ prideful refusal to ask for a sign represents a false piety. For, if we humbly 
recognize God’s sovereignty, we won’t be afraid to acknowledge our 
smallness, and tiny importance, and will defer to God’s greatness. Yet, if in false 
pride we refuse God’s sovereignty, then we won’t be interested in any holy 
signs or favors, much less visions and prophecy. For then, we would have to 
acknowledge that we depend on someone greater than ourselves, and then 
have to rely on the power of the Great Giver. This is precisely what the wicked 
and faithless Ahaz could not bring himself to do. But it is exactly what Ahaz 
needed to do, at the very time when the Northern Kingdom was about to fall to 
conquering Assyrians. 

• In addition to a contrast between King Ahaz and the prophet Isaiah, we can 
consider the difference between Ahaz and Joseph, the step-father of Jesus. 
Despite Ahaz’ refusal of a sign, Isaiah says one will be given to him anyway, a 
child whose name means ‘God is with us.’ An ironic promise! Because Ahaz was 
an unrighteous father, even to the point of offering a human sacrifice with some 
of his sons!  Unlike the truly evil Ahaz, Joseph was a righteous man, open to the 5

power of dreams and visions, and prepared to receive signs from God. He was 
willing to set aside his misgivings about Mary’s condition, and accept what he 
had been told by an angel, in a visionary dream. 
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• There are fewer visionaries and seers in our world today, and this is no 
accident. We are overwhelmed by competing, and high-quality, visual sources 
that fill our sight. And I value them, like many of you do. But they can lead us to 
be blind, blind to the important connection between what we see, and what is 
unseen. By not appreciating the power of signs and dreams, we are not likely 
to look beyond what is literally ‘at hand.’ Our Collect’s mention of God’s daily 
visitation refers to a pattern we can see in Scripture. Through love, God is 
always revealing signs ~ signs of truth, goodness and beauty. But, whether by 
reading Scripture or through prayer, we need to open ourselves to perceiving 
these signs. So that, at his coming, Jesus “may find in us mansion prepared for 
himself.”  Truly, this is our Advent goal. 6
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A stained glass window portraying the prophet Isaiah, King Ahaz, and the promised  visionary sign of 
the woman who would bear a child to be named Emmanuel. David (as a boy), the forefather of both 

Ahaz and of Jesus, seems to be depicted standing behind Isaiah.  (source unknown) 
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Notes: 

 See for example, these passages from Joe Jackson’s recent biography of Black Elk: “Black Elk thought 1

often about his Great Vision during this time. The Grandfathers had shown him how his people would 
walk the black road of hardship; how the sacred hoop would break and the flaming tree at its center 
wither. All had happened just as the Grandfathers said. Now he awaited the second half: the growth of 
his own power, so he could close the hoop again. He watched for a sign, and kept silent.” And: 
“Running Horse told everyone what had happened. “This showed that my power was growing,” said 
Black Elk, “and I was glad.”  Also: “By now, his father realized that his son had “some kind of queer 
power.” His promised powers had not yet budded, but something was working in him, something his 
family accepted. He needed to accept it as patiently as they.” From: Jackson, Joe (2016-10-25). Black 
Elk: The Life of an American Visionary (Kindle Locations 3058-3061, 3083-3084, and 3150-3152). Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux. Kindle Edition. 

 I am indebted to Peter Kreeft, who makes this point with regard to Percy: “For like Crusoe we have 2

been shipwrecked, lost, alienated from home. Any message from a world other than our island would 
come to us as Revelation. Any light that shines on our haunted wood would be a holy light.” [Kreeft, 
Peter (2011-05-02). C.S. Lewis for the Third Millenium (pp. 139-140). Ignatius Press. Kindle Edition.] See 
Kreeft’s essay which forms chapter 5 in the book, “Walker Percy’s Lost in the Cosmos: The Abolition of 
Man in Late-Night Comedy Format.” Kreeft refers to Walker Percy’s books, Lost in the Cosmos: The Last 
Self-Help Book, and his The Message in the Bottle: How Queer Man Is, How Queer Language Is, and 
What One Has to Do with the Other.

 See Joel 2:27ff.3

 “On the fifth day, Few Tails led him to a sweat bath. Black Elk shed his clothes and unbraided his hair, 4

two signs of supplication. The more pitiful he made himself, lower than even the ants, the better his 
chances of winning the spirits’ sympathy. Few Tails poured water on the hot rocks and steam rose up; 
he told Black Elk to inform the spirits what he wanted from them.” From: Jackson, Joe (2016-10-25). 
Black Elk: The Life of an American Visionary (Kindle Locations 3756-3758). Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 
Kindle Edition. 

 See 2 Kings 16.5

 To quote from the Collect for the Fourth Sunday of Advent.6
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