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Dancing before God
2 Samuel 6:1‑19
This is a story that shocks our sensibilities.  What starts and ends so well takes a disastrous turn in the middle.  I guess that’s why the people who make up the lectionary—which is the three-year cycle of scripture readings that gives shape to our worship—left that part out of the story.

As the story goes, King David has just captured Jerusalem and made it his capital.  And he wants to make it much more than just a political and military capital—he also wants to make the city a religious center as well.  So, he decided to bring the ark of the covenant, the very symbol of God’s presence and power, from the town where it had been housed, into Jerusalem itself.  David and his men loaded the ark onto an ox cart and headed out.  On the way, however, the oxen stumbled, the cart tipped, and a man by the name of Uzzah immediately reached out his hand to steady the ark.  Someone describes his actions like this:  “Thoughtful—responsible—prudent—except that Uzzah was rewarded for his prudence by being struck dead by God on the spot.”

Talk about your tough texts.  Perhaps I should have stuck with the lectionary folks and simply pass over that scene and pick the story up again where they do.  As you can imagine, nobody was too interested in having the ark around after what happened to Uzzah, so they shipped it off for a while.  But, as the story goes, everything prospered for the household of Obed-edom, and so David decided that it was time to try again.  This time, they were more careful about how they handled the ark and David danced before the Lord as the ark of the covenant was brought to Jerusalem, and we’ll talk about that part of the story in just a moment.

But what are we to make of what happened to Uzzah?  What did Uzzah do that caused God to zap him on the spot?  Or, perhaps a better question to ask is this one:  What did Uzzah’s impulsive action reveal about his faith that troubled God so much?
In a sermon on this text, Tom Long says that “if we had interviewed (Uzzah) he would probably have been able to rattle off the orthodoxy of his day.  Do you believe in God?  Yes.  The God above all gods?  Yes.  Whose holiness is above the heavens and whose majesty shames earthly kings, who holds all time in his hands, who laid the foundations of the earth?  Yes…yes…yes.  And when the oxen stumbled, and with a spontaneous gesture that revealed a universe, Uzzah confessed his real faith:  a God so impotent that if the box falls God falls; a God so weak that this God needs the help of the likes of Uzzah to dotter across the street; an empty shell of a God trapped inside fragile symbols.”

Do you think there are times our actions betray our trust in the God of the universe?  I see Uzzah reach out to steady the ark every time somebody tells me the latest way successful churches are making worship “work.”

I see Uzzah reach out to steady the ark every time I am tempted to trade good theology for some sure-fire gimmick to solve whatever challenge is currently gripping me.

Every time we reduce the gospel for the sake of getting the church to grow I see Uzzah reaching out to steady the ark once again.

Anytime we are tempted to think, as once person puts it, that the gospel is too little for people to live on—that it cannot possibly be trusted to save us and that we better find a more powerful God—Uzzah is calling out to us not to yield to that temptation.  “Read the rest of the story,” he calls to us, “and figure out a way to dance with David before God.”
But how do we figure out the right time to dance?  You remember those wonderful words from the author of Ecclesiastes: “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance.”  Yes, as the Birds used to sing, “there is a season (turn, turn, turn) and a time for every purpose under heaven.”

But have you ever noticed that sometimes it’s hard to figure out which season we’re in?

When is it time to dance?

According to Mary Clydeton, just about anytime.  According to her church session, never.
According the minutes from the church session, Mary Clydeton was once a member of one of the churches in my presbytery just outside of Nashville, and it seems that way back in 1883, she got caught dancing.
  By whom and under what circumstances aren’t clear, but the church minutes say that Mary was brought before the elders and the charge was leveled.  And so they asked her, “Were you dancing?”

“Yes, it’s true.  I’ve been dancing.”

With that confession, Mary was promptly removed from the rolls of the church.

But after some time, Mary was repentant, and so she came back before the session and her name was placed back on the membership roll.  But Mary couldn’t stop dancing and she was called back before the session again.  This time they kicked her out for good.  Here’s what the minutes state: “Mary Clydeton is never again to be allowed to be a member of this church, because she won’t stop dancing.”  And then, since the times were very different back in 1883, they added this conclusion: “It would be good if she got a husband, so that he could control some of this.”

When is the right time to dance?  Some, like Mary, dance at the drop of a hat.  But others, wonder if it’s ever the right time.

It seems to me that the church, from its very beginnings, has had difficulty letting people dance, has had difficulty letting people be joyful in the face of God, joyful as they live their lives.  It seems to me that sessions like the one Mary had represent Michal, who was the daughter of Saul, who when she saw David dancing before the Ark of the Covenant, said, “That’s not right.”  In fact, the text tells us that she despised David in her heart after seeing his display.  And she gave that time-honored classic phrase for such times.  Though it doesn’t say it in the text, I’m sure she used this phrase—I feel certain that she said, “It’s just not appropriate.”

How horrible it is to hear those words.  We’d rather be told that something is flat out wrong and should be avoided at all costs.  But to be inappropriate?  Those are harsh words.

So here’s the question: Is this an appropriate time for the church to be dancing?  We deal with it, don’t we?  We watch the news and hear stories of refugees without homes.  We see children at war in Sudan.  We see conflict escalating between Israel and Hezbollah.  We worry about our soldiers in Iraq and other places around the world—soldiers like those listed in our bulletin each Sunday—and we wonder whether it’s appropriate to dance with so much going on.  There’s a time for everything, a time to mourn and a time to dance.  So what’s appropriate today?

Several years ago there was a popular show on TV called Northern Exposure.  Some of you will remember that story about a young doctor who received funding for medical school that required that he serve a certain period of time as a doctor in a small, out-of-the-way town in Alaska.  The town is filled with quirky characters.

I’m thinking today of the episode in which Ruth Ann, the clerk of the general store, is about to turn 75.  A younger character in the story is named Ed, and when he learns that Ruth Ann is about to hit 75, he’s shocked.  That was near death, he thought.

So he begins to think about what he should get Ruth Ann for a present.  He knows it needs to be some thing special for such a milestone birthday.  And so the whole episode revolves around what Ed would get her.

Near the end of the show, Ed enters the store where Ruth Ann worked.  He has her gift.  So the two of them leave the store to go to the place where the gift was.  Ed leads her up to the edge of one of the higher mountains overlooking the town.  There, on the edge of a bluff, they stop.  Below them is a beautiful river valley.  Beyond that are the soaring, snow-capped mountains.

Finally Ruth Ann asks, “Where is the gift?”

“You’re standing on it,” Ed replies.  “I bought your grave—right here.”

“You bought my grave?  What were you thinking?”  (And that’s when she told him that 75 dead not mean certain death.)

And then a wonderful thing happened.  They didn’t hear it, I’m sure.  But those of us watching heard the music begin as Ruth Ann, with a twinkle in her eye, said, “You know, you’ve given me something I’ve always wanted.  I’ve always wanted to dance on my grave.”

And so the two of them there—acompanied by the rhythm of the winds—dance a jig in the face of death.

Can we do that?  Can we as a church do that?  Can the church dance in the face of despair and suffering—not by denying their existence but by transforming it?  Can the church dance without ignoring the brokenness around us because we are swept up by what we believe God’s up to in the world?

Uzzah was too busy propping up God to start dancing, thinking that God needed his protection and revealing that maybe God wasn’t enough to go on really.  But David, trusting in what God has promised and has the power to do, danced with wild abandon before the Lord.  And we are invited to do the same.
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