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I. INTRODUCTION

Jews have been concerned with their dreams long before

the advent of psychoanalysis. Long before the appea!ance of

the rrGaon of Vlennafr, the rabbis viewed the dream as an

entity that possessecl something worthy of investigation.

Rabbi Hisda is purported to have said, "À dream which is not

urrderstood is like a letter which is not opened" (Berachot

55a). On the other har¡d, the Talmud states in the name of R.

Meir, "Dreams are of no consequence.'r (Horayot 13b) VJhile

the rabbi,.; v/ere ambivalent at best, in their attitudes al¡out

dreams and dream interpretations, they were weIl aware of

the complexity of a dream and the need to understand it.

NearIy a millennium and a half later, Sigmuncl Freucl,

probably not a stu<1ent of the Talmud, expanded upon R.

Jonathan's statement (Berachc¡t 55t¡) "a man is shown in a

dreanr orrly what is suggested by his oh¡n thoughts" and

began working on the the understanding of his patients'

dr eams .
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II. MODERN DREÀM RESEARCH ÀND INTERPRETATION

Freud viewed dreams as a means of uncovering the

patientrs unconscious wishes, needs and fears. For Freud,

dreams have two levels of content: Iatent and manifest. In

the latent content are the hidden, symbollc, and unconscious

motives of the individual. These irrational desires orrly
rrcome out at nightrt because lt is saf e to do so. They become

'rmanifestfr- in the dream itself, as it appears to the

dreamer and are made Less threatening. This is termed rrdream

workrr. Dreams Lhen, are the hallucinatory fufiLlment of

irrational wishes that originated in early chlldhood and

have yet to be transformed into other defense mechanisms. '
Dreams contain symbols, and it is. the work of the anal.yst to

decipher the symLroIs. Synrbols serve to distort the wishes in

order to disguise the painful irrational desires. ?

Ànother modern psyclrologist, concerned no less about

dreams, \^ras CarÌ Jung. It is in dreams that rrthe unconscious

aspect of any event is ¡evealed to us. . . . . where it appears

not as a rational thought but as a symbolrr 3 Jung differs

with Freud in his attitude toward dreams to the extent rfthat

the unconscious mind is capable at times of assuming an

' Erich
Reinhart and

Fromm, The Forqcltten Lanquaqe. (New York: Ho1t,
tJinston, 1951) p.67

ibid. p.58

= Carl. G. Jung, Man and H s Symbols (New York: De11
Publishing Co., fnc.rL964) p.5



intelligence and purposlveness which are superlor to actual

conscious insight.tt " Jung esteemed the dream, and even

went so far as to assert that therrvoice whlch speaks in our

dreams is not our ohrn but comes from a source transcending

us. " E Dreams for Jung then, tap into something much

greater: either transcendent or transpersonal. It 1s at thls
point that Jungian dream and symbol interpretatiorr become

particularLy radical. He suggests that the memory holds more

than the images and ideas conveyed in dreams. One inherits a

collective unconscious rather than simpty individual
unconscious. It is in the coLLective unconscious where one

discovers a blueprint containing wisdom of the ages.

Accorrling to the Jungian approach, wê Jews , if vJe accept the

Jungiarr approaeh, can assert that v¡e real1v v/ere at Sinai.

Dreams then, uncover this collectlve unconscious ar¡cl

tell us more than what Freud asserted.

Nonetheless, Freud, Jung, and others assert that dreams

help to give the patient in analysis insight into issues

that are unresolved in daily life. The dream tells us about

the personality of the patient. Psychology then, is one

modern hermeneutic for understanding the substance of a

dream.

Today however, most research about dreams is focused on

the physiological and chemical aspects of sleep and dreaming

cited by Fromm in The F oroot-t en Lanquac¡e . p. 96

ibid. 9.96
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and is observed and studied in sleep laboratories.

Researchers are now suggesting that dreaming occurs during

sleep most frequently when an individualrs physiological

patterns undergo change. That is, there are changes in

breathing, pu1se, and eye movement during sIeep. Most

individuals experience this physiological change between

f our ar¡d f ive times a night, if their sleep is undisturbed.

This stage is called REM-s1eep (meaning Rapid Eye Movement).

!{hen researchers woke individuals during s1eep, they found

that highly visual dreams occurred during REM sleep. Less

vivid dreaming occurred in non-REM sIeep. !{hi 1e brain h¡ave

patterns (EEG) of REM sleep, tend to resemble waking state

patterns, the behavioral measures suggest that REM sleep is

a very deep s1eep.l

I began this thesis with an investigation of the

psychological and phy:riological unclerst.:nding of dreams

because this is where my interest in dreams begins. That vre

spend a third of our lives in a state of reality which we do

not whol1y understand, is a compelling enterprise into which

both modern and ancient civilizations have inquired. This

semi-consciousness reality called sleep retains its mystery

even today.

Vfhile the modern psychological understanding of the

dream is of special interest to h€¿ my thesis will focus on

I Psycholoqy Today. (Del Mar, Cäliforr¡ia: CRM Books,
1972 ) pp. 285- 286
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the biblical dream and what it meant to the biblical

ancients. But it is the self-same curiosity about the modern

dream that lead me to begin to investigate the biblical

dr eam.

It should be noLed out at the outset, that our modern

understandlng c¡f the dream differs from the understandlng of

the Biblical drearn. A Freudian or Jungian approach to the

stories of Jacob and Joseph would be mosL interestirrg, but

not particularly helpful. The Freudian model asks us to

examine what. the dreams telL us about individuals and their
psychological status. Jungrs model asks us to examine

psychological status as well the ancestral heritage of the

i¡rdividual. Tlrc Biblical d¡ealn in corrLrast, is a condensed

report. VIe canr¡ot learrr f rom the bibtical dream what we can

learn about an modern dream report.

Thc, tools f o¡: stuclyirrg a mode'rrr dreanr are not availablc.

to us in analyzing the biblical dream, lfhereas r,¿e might

utilize the rrfree associationrr technique, in decoding the

modern dream, it is not possible to do so with the biblical

dream. Daily occurences, whiclr influence the modern dream,

are not available to us in the biblical dream report.

Yes, v/e can assert that Joseph was not getting along

all that well with his siblings, as his dream report

suggests, but the Bible does not give us the opportunity to

invjte Joseph to tell. us more about tris family. Further,

what is of concern in the BibIe is not really Joseph's
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psychological status, but rather the internal literary and

theological needs of the Bible itself.

V¡hÍle reading the psychological hermeneutic into the

Bible is appropriate for homiletics, it is not helpful in

procuring what the dream meant for the biblical ancients. To

be sure, f have glven many sermons whlch focus on the

psychol ogy of fami ly relationships found in Genesis, the

focus, of this thesis will be different.

But ì.ong before many Jewish individuals took their

dreams to the couch, and even before the rabbis of the

TaLmud commented upon the validity and meaning of dreams,

the dream played an important role in the lives of the

individuals of the ancient Near East. Modern psychology

agrees with the ancients on one significant point: dreams

conta i n symbcils and mes;sages .

This thesis then, must necessarily veer away from the

psychological and invesLigate the biblical dream qua

biblical dream. Modern psychological principles cannot be

"read intorr the text except when delivering sermons.

However, this is not to say that the biblical dream

developed in a vacuum. Quite the contrary, the biblical

dream must aLso be seen in light of the world in which it

developed. Thus the next sectlon is devoted to the mllleu in

whict¡ the triblical dream arose.
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III. HISTORY ÀND CONTEXT OF THE BIBLICÀL DREÀM

A. Ànclent and Modern Conceptions of the WorId

The hlstory of dreams and dream interpretatlon sheds

some light onto the arena in which the Biblical dream arose.

VJhat a dream means to us and what a dream meant to the

ancients is different because our unde¡standing of the world

and real ity are di f ferent .

!{hi Ie the modern individual may divide the world lnto

two separate realities: that of the conscious and that of

the unconscious, for the ancient, this distinction was rrot

known. lJe know that the dreams of last night may influence

us this morning, yet the reality of the dream we had l"ast

nlght. 1s 1n the world we relegate to the urrconsclous. Ìte

acknowledge the unconscious, yet it is the waking world that

\^/e moderns estecnr.

VIe rnoderns may also divide the world into two separate

categories: subject and object. That is, phenomena are

subject to universal laws and create a gap between ilwhat is"

and what our perceptions of ftwhat is" are. This divtslon was

not so apparent in ancienL civilization. Our need to

distinguish between reality and appearance is meaningless to

the ancients. l Hence,

rrllhatever is capable of affecting the
mincl, feelingr or will has thereby

' Henr i Frankfort, Before Philosophv. (Baltimore:
Penguin Books, 1966 ) . p.20
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established its undoubted reality.
There is for inststancer ûo reasor¡
why dreams should be considered less
real than impressions received while one
is avJakeff I

Prior to the development of Greek philosophy, the human

being was not separated from-- nor oppposed to-- the realm

of nature. The distinctions vre make between life and death

ar€ì different than those made by t}¡e ancients.

Our r¡otion of cause and effect differs great).y from the

ancientsr notion. lJe understand that phenomena occur as a

result of universal 1aws. The ancients understood that they

were intimately involved in willinq what happens. And, what

we as moderns relegate to the nounrenal world, the ancients

did not. Nor did thc ancients view Lt¡emselves as merely

objects of something greater. Instead, they saw themselves;

intimately involved with why an event occured. Cause and

effcct clre not. mcreì.y removed intelleetual ideas for the

ancients, rather they are understood in terms of

particularity.

!.le moderns might show some concern were the President

of the United States to share hls dream of last nighL wlth

usr even if it were to lead to better social policies.

Messages from therrsocial policy godsfr would not be welcome,

no matter how progressive (and an improvement over present

day policy making methods) they might t¡e. For the ancients

however, in a soc:iety where tl¡e dream was considered as real

I ibid . p. 20
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as the waking state, such a communication f¡om the gods

would be esteemed. The ancients took the words they

received at night ln thelr sleep and recorded them. These

conmunlcatlons with the gods vlere as valld, If not more

valid than the waking world.

B. Drc'anrs ir¡ the Àncient Near East

l-.Dreams are Messages from God(s)

Understanding thaL the worldview of the ancients bears

littIe resemblance to ours¿ wB can now examine the ancient

Near Eastern dream sequence in terms of its purpose and

function. Extant dream reports overwhelmingly suggest the

esteem in which the dreams v¡ere held. They vrere considered

"messages emanatlng f¡om supernatural Ë)owerr, and great

importance was attached to their contents and interpretation

arì evicìeneed by the compllation of 'dream book¡' in

Mesopotanria and Egypt". '

Gaster explains that:
trDreams are vlsions of thlngs actuaLly
transpiring on an ultramundane plane,
where persons are not bound to bodies
nor events to specific moments and
places. This plane is indistinguishable
from that of the gods (or God), and
dreams are therefore considered to be
divine communications.tt 2

t fsaac Mendelsohn,
Nashvi I 1e :Àbingdon Press,

1ì T'heodore ll . Gaster.
Encvclc¡pedia Judaica. vo1.
Keter, 19?1) p. 208.

frDreamsrr fDB, VoI 1 (New York and
L9s2) p.B6B

rrDreðms: In the Bit¡1e.ft
6, ed. Cecil Roth (Jerusalem:
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Unlike myths, which are the attributÍon of

unexplainable events to the gods, I and are rrthe expression

of manfs total response to his encounter with reality and

his subsequent effort to secure his oyrn existence

meanlngfu11y in the face of that. reallty" o, dreams are

generally particular t.o the individual wtro has them, ar¡d

they only encompass the sleeping hours, not the entirety of

thc day. The Near Eastern daydream is the exception, not the

rule 3

2. Dreams are a Form of Divinatior¡

Further, dreams share much 1n common wlth ty¡ricaI Near

East.er:rr omina. '1 Divinatiori, the attempl by humans to

perceive the future (as opposed to magic which seeks tc¡

charrgc it ), through techrrical me¿ìrtE; common irr Lir¡th thc-r Ne:ar

Eastern and bibtical worl-ds.- Hints of divination appear in

' John F. Pr iest, rrMyth and Dream in the Hebrew
Scripturerr in Mvths- Dreams and Reliqionr(New York: E.P
Dutton & Co., Inc,, l-970) p.49

2 ibid. p. 52

" Only one dream, that of of the Pharaoh Thutmose IV
reporLs that the dream took place aL noon. Perhaps the
report mentions the time to suggest that daydreams h¡ere
unusual. See Oppenheim Dreams, p.L87

'* Gnus e , The Dream Thoo anv of Samuel - p.12

!5 ShmueI Àhituv, "Divinatic¡n", Encvclopedia Judaica
vol.6, Cecil Roth, ed. (Jerusalem: Keter,1971) p.111
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the BibIe, despite the fact that the Bible considers

divlnation to be an abominatlon. (Deut. 18:9-11,

Lev.r.9z26r31) 1 Divination by means of arrows, a

Mesopotamian custom appears in Ezekiel (2Lz26l Divination

through the use of a container or cup appears in the hymn to

Shamash (ancl coincidently mentions that Shamash is source

of drearn ir¡tr:r[)retatior¡).'- I'his act of lecanomancy mentioned

in Near Eastern sources, may even bear some relation to

Genesis 4425, in which Josephrs divination cup is placed in

Benjaminrs b,ag. The consultation of Urim and Thummim however

seems to be the only divination technique (besides dreams)

whicl'¡ tl'¡e Bible tolerates. 3

3. Incutlation

It vúas nc¡L uncommon in the Greek and later Near East

for royalt.y to slec¡r [)urposìive1y in a sanc:t.ucìt'] in orcler to

induce a dream. Irr Greek cult practices, one would go to

sleep in a sacred space in order I'to dream a cure to

ailments of body and soul and to seek guidance, fartune, and

'Divination v/as not considered an abomination at all
times and in all instances in Jewish tradition. llhile
certain biblicaL passages do consider divination an
abomination, later rabbis approved of certain forms of
divination ( i .e. Bat Kol ) .

oppenheim, Dreams p. 220

a The ¡rrophetic attitude toward divinaLion will be
exçr1or ed laLe i r¡ t-Ìri s papÉìr . See p. 1 4
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knowledge f rom a divine being.rrl In a Hittite source, there

is the story of a ritual which includes a dream which would

cure impotence. In this dream, through contact with a

goddess, the man's impotency would disappear.2

Gudea, a Sumerian ruler wanted to build a temple to the

gods, and is given instructions in a dream, but is unable to

urrdersL¡lrrcl thenr. llerrce he resorted Lc.¡ I'incubation" to

decipher the meaning c¡f the first dream. In this second

dream, after "l.ong-winded prayers and cultic preparation'?

Gudea learns the architecture of the temple he must

construct.tt

Pharaoh Thutmose IV spent the nigtrt in the shadow of

the, Sphinx where he had a dream. And, in tt¡e Hittite Iegend

of Naram-Sin, the king went to a sacred place to receive

divine advice.'' Anc.¡ther example of incubation is f ound in a

re[)ort of the Hitt.ite' King Murshi] i II , w]ro, wl¡c:rr f aced witil

widespread pes;tilence called upon his priests I'to Learn

about it by incubation, or let man see it in a dream!rr ,=

Ugaritic records report two instances of incubation in

the stor ies of Dan'eL and Keret. llhile the aut.hors do not

' Benjamirr Kilbourrre,
Reliqion, ed. Mircea Eliade
Publishing Co., l-98?) p.486

rrDr eams fr The Encyc I oped i a o f
vo1.4 (New York: Macmillian

:r

Oppenheim, Dreanrs. p. l-94

Oppetrireinr, Dreanrs p.?.12

ibid. p.1BB

cited Lry Opperrl¡erim frc¡nr Goetzr', ANET, p. 394ff
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detail the process, it vras assumed that the listeners vrere

well aìJare of incubation. 1

4, Dream Interpretation in the Near East

a . Dream-Book s

The existence of rrDream-booksrrin the Near East rrmarks

the transition of the mantic practices from the folklore
l-evel t<¡ that of systematic scholarLy activity."" Extant

dream-trooks, wlrich v¿ere collections of traditional dream

interpretations for the guidance of priests are lirnited to

Egypt and Mesopotamia. From the library of Assurbanipal, the

Assyrian Dream-Book, a collection of dream reports from

Mesopotamia, has been translated by Oppenheim. In Egypt,

oneiromar¡cy has a two thousarrd yedr old traditior¡:

'rThe hieratic Book of Dreams (Papyrus Chester
Beatty III, clating from the Ramesside perioci),
whose content appears to go back to the Middle
Kingdom, lists formulaically a host of situations
('lrlhe-:rr a man sees in a dream how he....') ancl
then states whethe¡ the dream is to be inter-
preted'favorablyr or runfavorably' .'r 3

b. Dream Interpretation and Interpreters

The key to dream interpretation rests upon the

f Robert Gnuse,
Maryland: The

The Drçam Jheophany of Samuel.
University Press of America, 1984 )( Lanham,

pp.35-36

'n J. Bergman, "nfn Chala¡n: Egypt" Theoloqical
Dictionary of the O1d Testament. vol . IV , ed. G. Jol¡annes
Bot.terwi ck and llelme¡ Ringgren, trans . David E. Green,
(Gra¡rd Rapids: Eerdmar¡s Publishing Co., 1978) p. 423



understanding the meaning of the word Þasaru in Àkkadian,

and bur in Sumerian. The primary meaning of Dasaru means to

untie and unbind. ' Às applied to dream interpretation,

pasaru means bolh to report and translate the dream as well

as Lo release the dreamer from eviL implications of the

dream. ? This also means that in Near Eastern dreams the

emphasis is ir¡ "translating" the dream -- that is iLs

essence, not orr uLilizing a psychological nor exegetical

hermeneutic.

14

a report of how

dream by

is then thrown into

Irr the Àss r ian Dream Book there is

one can remove the evil consequences of a

rrtransferring it to a lump of clay which

water therre to dissolve and disappear.rr 3 This is done tty

te:1ì irig t.irc dreanr to the cIay, so ttrat once tt¡e clay ls

dissolved, the evil disipales.

Trr Mercr¡rotamian c1 rc'am l iterature, it is womerr who of ten

slerve äs ir¡terpreters. '' Irr the dream of Dumuzi, the

Sumerian 9od, it is his sister who is the interpreter. And

the mother of Gilgamesh who ls his dream lnterpreter. In the

Hlttlte dreanr of Keshshl, the "symbolic" dreams are

interpreted by his mother.

' S. David Sperling, "Studies in L,ate Hebrew
Lexicography in Light of AkkadianrfPhD dissertation,
Columbia University, :..973

t' Oppenheinr, Dreanr:;, pp. 278-279

:r ibid. p.21.9

' iLrjd. p.227
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It is the sa'il,u or sa'iltu who serves as the
rrdivination-expert'r. The meaning of this word is to
ilinquirefrand is akin to the Hebrew fU¿ and l'ft.'g But

it is the ba¡u pr iest, I'vrho, however, it seems to have had a

higher social standing, owing perhaps his scholarly

training..." I The baru was not h¡owever involved in dream

interprel-atic¡n. Fu¡ther, extant dreanis suggesL that in

general., it was rdomen who sought the advice of these dream-

professionals. The function of this professional class b/as

to trask speci f i c guest ions to the gods e ither by means of

some oracuìar mechanism or on a manrìer appropriate to indice

the divine powers to express in a form which only the

sa'11(t)u was able to ur¡der$tand.rrt'

The above discussion provides a backdrop fo¡ which the

BiblicaL dream can be viewed. Hovrever, the compärisorr

het.ween Near Easte.,rn c-1 rìd Biblical cl re.lrn sequertces cannot be

f.orced. Tliere are simiJar ities in structure, languange and

purpose which will be explored in this paper. But the

internal demands of the Bible: literary, political,

theological keep tl¡e biblical d¡eam distinct from other Near

Eastern dream reports.

The BibIe utilizes dreams for its ob'n reasons: distinct

from its Near Eastern neighbors, yet not wholly separate

f¡onr the milieu of the Near East. This then will t¡e the

ibid. p.7.?.1.

ibid. ç>.2.2L
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focus of my thests. I wlll examtne what the blbllcal dream

ls ln terms of what tt meant to the anclent Hebrews.



77

IV. THE BIBLICÀL DREÀM

A. ETYMOLOGY

One way of understanding the dream is through an

anaLysis of the instances where the word halom (dream) is

used in t.ire, tribl ical drearn narral-ives as well as any mention

of ttre word, both in verb arrd noun f orms. Througtr an

analysis of the word halorB, one can begin to ascertaln what

ä clrearn is, whaL a dream meant, and what a dream was f or the

biblical ancicr¡ts. Fu¡Lherr, irr Lhe ei:aniir¡.rLion of the

context, setting, timc, character:s, conter¡t and narrataLive,

one will be ahle to get.a sclls-,e of wl¡at tÌ¡e t¡ibIical dream

is. A:; Op¡renlie jn cc.rrrectly poirrts ouL, 'f The dream-

experiences of a civilization dead for many millennia must

be studiecl in the reflr,rctiorrs; whicÌ¡ t.hc¡, havn proclucecl in

the literary docurnents of that civilization. " I Language and

literary cril-icism therr, ho)-d ttre key to unraveìing tt¡e

bibl ical dream.

But there are other words which share some slmilarities

with the word halom. These other words ir¡c1ude: hazon,/hazon

Iailah and mal:ah À comparison will be made between halom

and lnstances vJhere hazonlhazon lailah and mar'at¡ appear and

dete¡mine whett¡er or not these other terms cor¡rrote the same

mearring as h-l-m..

Oppenheim, Dreams, p.184
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In 4222, Ezekiel has a rrvisionff, atop a mountain: ¿) f¿ r.¡¡t
;l

.il l¿ r¡r¡r

There are no

interpreted, only

ttsleeprr words here, dreams to be

the word of God, accordirrg to Ezekiel.
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