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2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19, Ephesians 1:3-14 and Mark 6:14-29

Leaping and Dancing!

I was going to base the sermon on the Gospel reading for the day which contains Mark’s account of John’ beheading.  This is the story where John the Baptist criticizes King Herod and his wife, Herodias for marrying each other.  Herodias had been Herod’s brother Phillip’s wife and therefore her marriage to Herod was not lawful.  Herodias didn’t like John pointing this out and wanted him dead.  Herod throws a big birthday party for himself and Herodias’ little daughter, Salome, dances.  Herod, enthralled by her dance, offers the girl anything she wants.  The girl, not knowing what to say, asks her mother.  “John’s head on a platter,” her mother replies. 
My wife said, “I hate that story and I am not going to use it!”  She may have a point.  Where is the good news in a text filled with jealousy, revenge, sex and murder?    I think it can be found but it is not easy and I am not going to do it today.  After all, its summertime and we are all in semi-vacation mode.  Instead, I want to weave some thoughts together from the Old Testament story of David leaping and dancing before the Lord, “The Nature Detective Camp” for whom I was honored to do the Wednesday morning meditation and the incredibly positive and powerful good news contained in the Epistle lessen from Ephesians.
In the Second Samuel account we have another big party but it is not a birthday party.  It is a party celebrating the movement of the Ark of the Covenant, Israel’s ancient symbol of unity and God’s blessing, to its new permanent location in Jerusalem, David’s new capital city.  They carried the ark of God on a new cart probably built just for this and as it slowly moved toward Jerusalem “David and all the house of Israel were dancing before the Lord with all their might, with songs and lyres and harps and tambourines and castanets and cymbals.”  You get the picture.  It is a wonderful, life affirming parade.  
There is an immense difference between Herod’s party and this one.  This one exudes verve, energy and joy.   In this one, David dances totally unaware of his audience, so tuned is he to the other Other, the big “O” (to use James Alison’s term).  Like Salome, he dances; dressed only in a linen ephod, the apron-like garb of a priest, but his dancing moves us toward unity and life and away from death whereas Salome’s dance does just the opposite.  How do we explain the difference?  One dance stirs people’s emotions toward human sacrifice while the other moves them toward worship—quite opposite directions it seems.
The Nature Detective Camp was spread across parts of four days with each day having a theme.  The first day was “Wonder Makes God Real Everyday”, followed by gratitude makes God real, then generosity and finally worship.  King David, with child-like exuberance, exhibits all of these qualities as he dances before the Ark on its way to Jerusalem.  Now within the story, there is a sub-story.  Our text says, as he danced Michal, daughter of Saul (the former king) looked out of the window, and saw King David leaping and dancing before the Lord; and she despised him in her heart.  Why did she despise David?  Was she envious of his freedom?  Did she consider him a traitor to “kingship”, mingling like that with the common people?  In openly expressing his devotion to God was David exposing her emptiness and she hated him for it?  I’ll bet she would get rid of David if she could.
On Wednesday morning I lead the morning devotion.  We used Psalm 96 to tie together most of the themes of the week in a celebration of worship. Like David we were dancing before the Lord, so to speak, as we prepared to return to our homes.  Being very young readers we used The Message.   “Sing GOD a brand-new song!  Earth and everyone in it, sing!” and so they sang a new song just learned this week at camp and the trees around them joined in.
“Shout the news of his victory from sea to sea, take the news of his glory to the lost, news of his wonders to one and all!”  I asked them if they had shouted this week and they assured me they had and demonstrated by shouting, “God is good—all the time.”  

At this point I meant to say something to them but didn’t.  I chickened out just a little, or was it the Spirit. It came out in garbled form a little later.  Here is what I had in my notes: “I think Jesus is God’s victory from sea to sea and it is a victory over human violence—people violence—what we do to each other.  He showed us another way—this is the news of his glory to the lost, news of his wonder to one and all!  It is a way of peace and it comes to a very not-peaceful world.”  At the time, I justified my not saying it by saying they would never get it anyway, it is over their heads, I would be preaching and they would just get bored and drift away.

 “For God is great, and worth a thousand Hallelujahs.  His awesome beauty makes the gods look cheap; Pagan gods are mere tatters and rags.”  The other Gods are things we think up in our minds, I explained and they are like cheap plastic.  I then asked them to name some things that are cheap and junky and they did.  I think a dirty old garbage can was one of the items.  I then said that’s what made-up gods are like.

And so we continued through the ten segments of Psalm 96, with the children reading the verses and me responding with questions and comments.  Verse 12 reads, “Let the Wilderness turn cartwheels, animals, come dance, put every tree of the forest in the choir.”  A half hour before the time of worship a couple arrived, embarrassed about being so early.  I suggested they sit on the benches facing the cross amid the trees and left them to do other things.  I returned for worship just before the children and the couple told me that they had seen two small fawns playing with each other, running and jumping, a few moments before.  They had come within ten feet of them, right into the worship center and they had pictures to prove it.  When we got to the part about “Animals, come dance” I asked them to share what they had seen.  Like David, the fawns had danced before the LORD.
Of course, the final verse, read by the littlest reader, had the biggest word.  Torie, a teenager from Clarkes Church, helped her.  The little girl read, “An extravaganza before GOD as he comes, as he comes to set everything right on earth, set everything right, treat everyone fair.”  For my part I said, “When God comes he sets everything right.  No killing, no violence, no fear and it is all fair!  We wait and know he will come!”  Did I say too much?  Are they too young to hear this?  Afterward no one said a word about it to me.
I promised to end with a strong dose of good news.  It begins with, “blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing.”  Our blessing is in Christ, we are adopted as his children through Jesus Christ, his grace is freely bestowed on us in the Beloved (the beloved refers to Jesus), in him we have redemption, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace that he lavished on us.  Everything is in and through Jesus Christ.  Someone said to Michael Hardin, “Your theology is just too Jesus oriented.”  Michael replied, “So was the Apostolic churches!”  I agree and present this passage from Ephesians as evidence.

“With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ.” This wisdom and insight penetrates to the heart of reality.  Its wisdom is deeper than psychology, philosophy, economics, sociology and even much of theology.  Here is insight into the human condition that reveals God’s will for us.  The plan is to gather all things together in him, things in heaven and things on the earth.  This is the mystery now disclosed and we are part of its fulfillment.  Knowing this, we too can accompany the Ark of God leaping and dancing.  This is our inheritance!

 Many of us don’t have a future considered bright in the world.  We may already be locked-out in terms of financial success and being able to have what we thought was the American dream.  The American economy is dissolving and it’s not going to get better.  Most of us, a growing percentage of us, are going to need to discover and build on a different inheritance. There is one ready for us and it is a better one than the one that is waning and I am not talking about heaven.  This new inheritance contains “the word of truth” and when we believe it we find ourselves marked with “the seal of the promised Holy Spirit.”

We know we have the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Jesus, when we discover ourselves changing and becoming more like Him.  It amazes us!  We are actually softening, wising up, feeling things that surprise us, thinking about things we haven’t thought about before, and doing deeds of generosity, courage and compassion we didn’t know we had in us.  We are becoming more like Jesus and yet we are still ourselves.  These gradual changes that amaze us prove to be “the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God’s own people, to the praise of his glory.”  Sometimes we feel so joyful we find ourselves leaping and dancing!  Amen.
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