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Back in the early days of my life, after I could walk and talk, but before I can remember much, I used to 
love to dress up as Lancelot. Now, I only know this to be true because I’ve heard stories from my mother while 
flipping through old photo albums. Apparently, someone had given me this blue bucket filled with oversized 
knock-off brand legos. I do remember playing with those, but at the time of the photographs, I’d more likely 
than not dump the plastic blocks on the floor. Then, I’d flip the bucket upside down and cover my head, neck, 
and shoulders with the blue plastic helmet. The bucket’s lid became my knight’s shield, and a kid-sized broom 
held with the bristles in my armpit and the handle sticking straight out became my lance to vanquish vile foes. 
My mother especially loved telling the tales of my heroic feats because they typically ended with me rushing 
headlong into a wall. The bucket was big enough that I never really conked my noggin, but often the impact 
from the wall would shove the bucket even further past my shoulders, and I’d stand there, dazed and 
immobilized with half my body down to my elbows trapped by the blue bucket helmet. Mom would get so 
tickled telling these stories, that she’d lose her breath, choke out details through fits of laughter, and finally just 
sit there and beam at the pictures of yore and the memories they held. She sat there telling me stories about 
myself, or on the next page, stories about my sisters, or in another album, stories about family members I never 
met (and some she never met, either). She told me the stories time and again, enough that I’ve memorized ‘em, 
or at least know most of them well enough to tell y’all a few. Enough that now I get tickled by telling ‘em, 
laugh at what I’ve heard, and often, beam off into the distance remembering what happened before.  

What I was doing as Lancelot and what mom was doing trying to get in my head and understand what 
would possess me to run head first at walls, and even what she was doing telling me about folks she’d never 
met, there’s a lot of imagination there. Imagining myself as the hero. Imagining what’s going on in another’s 
head. Imagining people long since gone and their stories and their heroic or funny or sometimes illegal deeds. It 
gets you out of your own box for a minute and makes you see the world differently, understand where someone 
else is coming from, helps you empathize. You see their struggles, you feel their pains. And maybe, when you 
come back to reality, you’re changed by that imagining. But imagination scares us sometimes. Imagination 
sounds like something children do. It’s reserved for kids or folks that refuse to grow up, like beatniks or 
employees at Disneyland. Imagination is playful, and play, we’re often told, is immature. Just grow up, get 
serious, and leave that kid stuff behind.  

What a shame. I mean, maybe it’s for the best that most of us don’t run head-first at walls anymore, but 
still, something’s missing if we don’t let imagination take hold. Businesses do better when they imagine 
possibilities that haven’t come around yet. Movies are more interesting when they tell a story that’s never been 
told. And, for me, at least, the Bible is at its best when the details not spoken leave us room to imagine. That’s 
not to say the storytelling is always great when the details aren’t there. Sometimes you want the Bible to say 
more! But somehow it becomes more engaging when there’s room left to fill in the gaps. And if I’m more 
engaged in the story, then the ripples spread out into my life, and mundane things start to be connected to the 
story. And if they’re connected to the story, then they’re connected to God. And if they’re connected to God, 
then my life has just gotten a whole lot richer.  

Have y’all ever heard the story of Potiphar’s wife? The Bible story is pretty straightforward. Joseph, that 
is, the Old Testament Joseph, works for this powerful guy named Potiphar, and while he’s working there, 
Potiphar’s wife takes a shine to Joseph, makes a pass at him, then tries to convince Potiphar that Joseph was 
trying to seduce her! So, there’s an old midrash about the lead-up to this moment that always cracks me up. 
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Midrash, by the way, is the ancient Jewish practice of engaging with the text by filling in the gaps. It’s 
imagination meant not to replace scripture, but to enrich and deepen our connection to scripture. That’s 
midrash. So, there’s an old midrash that imagines Potiphar’s wife sitting around with all her friends cutting up 
oranges. And while they’re sitting there cutting up oranges, Potiphar’s wife starts talking about this new guy, 
Joseph. He’s so hot, she’s having trouble finding the words to explain how attractive this fella is. And her 
friends are like, “ok, sure, Potiphar’s wife, we get it. He’s handsome.”  

And she’s like, “oh no! I don’t think you do get it. The man is drool-worthy!” They go back and forth 
like this for a bit. And then Joseph stops in for one reason or another, and the women get a good look at him, 
and they’re so taken by just how hot he really is, that they slip and cut the palms of their hands. The blood 
mixes with the citrus, and that, ladies and gentlemen, that is where blood oranges come from!  

Don’t you love that story? Now, to be clear, it’s not exactly Biblical. In fact, the only thing that’s 
Biblical about it is the names. Also, it’s not exactly scientific, either. This is not, actually, where blood oranges 
come from, but doesn’t it feel a little stuffy hearing that? Of course it’s not where blood oranges come from! 
And the folks that wrote that midrash knew that to be true. They weren’t writing a textbook, they were letting 
the Bible spur on their imaginations. And I’ll tell ya, these days, when I see a blood orange, I smile and think 
about Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, and that means I’m thinking about people from scripture, which means I’m 
thinking about God while standing in the produce section of the Price Chopper.  

Now, I know we didn’t hear about Potiphar’s wife in the readings today, but I wanted to show you one 
way folks engaging scripture have let their imaginations loose to enrich the story. It’s not scripture, but it draws 
you closer in. And today, our scripture takes an awful turn. The manger scene shifts from peace and booming 
angels and foreign kings to terror. Herod’s killing all the children in Bethlehem in the hopes of knocking off the 
future King of the Jews. Joseph and Mary flee with Jesus in tow to the safety of Egypt where their ancestors 
have fled so many times before. And that’s just about all the detail we get. It’s almost as though the author is 
inviting us to fill in the gaps. And history has done just that. The Flight Into Egypt is one of the Seven Sorrows 
of Mary, one sword among many that pierces her heart because of who her child is. Statues, frescoes, paintings, 
and stories spring up across time, imagining the difficulties of the journey. The Infant Jesus tames a couple of 
dragons. Palm trees bow to the Christchild, and Mary eats of their now low-hanging fruit. Joseph carries the 
baby on his shoulders like a dad at a baseball game. And all along the route and well into Egypt, statues of false 
idols fall from their places and shatter as the Holy Family passes by. Terror made them flee, but miracles mark 
every step. Even in the darkness of exile, Christ affects his world. And the story grows richer.  

Or you can jump forward, as many do, and imagine what the scene would look like if Jesus and the Holy 
Family fled today. The empires of the world have changed, so maybe we’d be looking somewhere else. Maybe 
the UN would be involved, or more likely, not. Maybe they’d flee from Sudan or Guatemala or North Korea. 
Maybe they’d find welcome in their modern-day Egypt, or maybe they’d be turned away, or sold rafts designed 
to deflate at sea, or get picked up by border control and locked away. None of that’s scripture. But it does take a 
few different realities and collides them. And the story grows richer, still.  

Now, sure, Christian history is a funny thing, and sometimes these enriched stories lead us to places we 
probably shouldn’t have gone, but that’s always the caveat with turning imagination loose. You gotta remember 
the real story and remember where you’ve filled in the gaps. Blur the distinction too much, and the imagined 
story replaces reality. But I wonder if in reaction to that caveat, I wonder if we’ve swung too far in the other 
direction. I wonder if we’ve begun to let ourselves believe that even the real story is imagined. The manger, the 
virgin, God Incarnate, or even just God? People these days are so concerned with being seen as rational that we 
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shy away from anything remotely fantastical. But imagination isn’t the enemy of rational thought. It presses 
rational thought further, it inspires us, it challenges us, it enriches us.  

Thinking way back to my mom and her photo albums, I don’t actually know if anything she told me was 
true. I’ve seen the pictures, but for most of those stories, I haven’t sought out corroborating evidence. Mom is 
my only source for Lancelot running head-first into the wall. She could’ve made that up. For my sisters, they 
were around years before I came along, so she could say just about anything about them, and I’d have no way of 
knowing. And for those relatives even she didn’t meet, I suppose she could’ve found their pictures in a catalog 
and glued ‘em in alongside the family. But why? She wasn’t trying to trick me. She was trying to teach me who 
I was, who my people were, who we outta become. She was imagining some future where knowing these stories 
would matter, and I’ll tell ya, she was right. It does matter. Her imagination thirty some-odd years ago affects 
some little part of the world today. There’s power there, real power. And when we turn it on scripture, that 
power grows richer still. Power that places us where we can see what we can’t otherwise. Power to teach 
anyone that’ll listen that the world can be different. Power that enriches our understanding of God. That’s 
power. The power to imagine. 
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