All God's Children Can Dance
Psalm 30 : 1-12
 

How many of you out there today have "Baptist feet?" 

I'm not asking how many of you were or are Baptists (though I confess: the Methodists raised me, but the Baptists saved me). I'm asking this: When you find yourself in a social situation which involves music and moving people, do you suddenly freeze to your chair? Wish yourself invisible? Get a sudden urge to go out for fresh air? Remember you are nursing an old football/tennis/gardening injury? 

If so, then you (like me) have "Baptist feet," a handy theological misnomer (after all there are plenty of dancing Baptists), that allows you to escape any and all invitations to get up and dance. 

Just because some of us don't like to participate in the particular form of pubic humiliation our culture designates as dancing doesn't mean that we can exclude ourselves from the kind of dancing God has intentionally choreographed for creation. 

There's a soul movement and a spiritual rhythm that pulses throughout the universe, inviting us to participate in a dance, in a joyful response to life, in a resonance with love. Jumping into this dance doesn't take any special skills or shoes. It doesn't require a good band or a flawless floor. Anyone can join in at any time as long as they have access to the one necessary attribute. 

Joy. 

You can't dance without joy. 

You can't move without feeling joy. 

You can't stay in rhythm without hearing joy. 

You can't whirl with your partner without holding onto joy. 

You can't keep going without the endurance of joy. 

Joy is the music of the soul, a music so overwhelming, so infectious, that our toes start tapping, our fingers get drumming, and our whole mind/body/spirit can't help jumping up to dance. Just as David leapt and danced with joy before the Lord, we too must move when the joy of the Lord overflows every cell in our body. 

So why are some of us so sedentary? Chris Hughes reminds us that the Bible talks about "acts of worship," not "sits of worship" or even "stands of worship." How can a Christian sit still or sit-out the dance of joy that Christ calls us to join? 

Jesus implored his disciples to hear the music. He taught them how to hear the music, and urged them with the directive: 

"Hitherto you have asked nothing in my name; ask, and you will receive, that your joy may be full." John 16:24 

Sitting on the sidelines is the surest way to sidestep joy. Since 9-11 all of us have been particularly attuned to the reality that to a certain extent we're always in harm's way. Those thousands of families with members in the military know that it's part of a soldiers duty to put him or herself 
To feel the music we have to get out there, and put ourselves in joy's way. One author who has written on the art and practice of blessing notes that, "A person on a spiritual path certainly a person on the path of blessing needs to put himself or herself in joy's way. For we don't create joy the same way we create happiness; instead, we discover it by making ourselves available to it, by getting in its path." (David Spangler, Blessing: The Art and the Practice [New York: Riverhead Books, 2001], 121.) 

Are you ready to step out into Joy's way? Joy's Way is God's way. Joy's Way is the Holy way of spirit and dance. 

Rabbi Hillel the Elder was either the father or grandfather of Gamaliel (who was St. Paul's teacher . . . see Acts 22:3). He wrote these words that Jesus himself may have heard. 

"I get up. I walk. I fall down. Meanwhile, I keep dancing!" Rabbi Hillel the Elder (c.60BCE-20CE) 

In life, if you walk (forget about running) just walk and you will fall down. Can you keep on dancing? 

Some of us fear humiliating ourselves. That fear keeps us from dancing. We think that two left feet and no sense of rhythm doom our efforts before we even get on the dance floor. There are other fears that keep our souls sidelined and our spirits sequestered. Those fears keep us hiding from joy's reach, keep our ears plugged against the sound of laughter that rocks the universe. 

According to an oft-told story, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, author of the Sherlock Holmes series, once decided to play a practical joke on twelve of his friends. To each he sent an anonymous telegram that simply read, "Flee at once . . . all is discovered." Within twenty-four hours, all twelve had fled the country. Is there anyone here this morning that doesn't know what it means to live with regrets and bad choices and guilt tugging at our souls, nagging our minds and sapping our spirits of any real joy? (See Dwight Edwards, Revolution Within: A Fresh Look at Supernatural Living [Colorado Springs, CO: Waterbrook Press, 2001], 61-2.) 

While some fears can send us running instead of dancing, other fears can freeze us in our tracks. Instead of a dance of joy, fear and guilt and discouragement keep us enslaved to present conditions, destroys all hopes of rescue. 

There's an old story about a little boy who was visiting his grandparents on their farm. 

"He was given a slingshot to play out in the woods. He practiced in the woods, but he could never hit the target. Getting a little discouraged, he headed back for dinner. As he was walking back, he saw Grandma's pet duck. Just out of impulse, he let the slingshot fly, hit the duck square in the head and killed it. He was shocked. He was grieved. 

"In panic, he hid the dead duck in the woodpile only to see his sister watching. Sally had seen it all, but she said nothing. 

"After lunch the next day, Grandma said, 'Sally, let's wash the dishes.' But Sally said, 'Grandma, Johnny told me he wanted to help in the kitchen.' Then she whispered to him, 'Remember the duck?' So Johnny did the dishes. 

Later that day, Grandpa asked if the children wanted to go fishing, and Grandma said, 'I'm sorry, but I need Sally to help make supper.' Sally just smiled and said, 'Well, that's all right because Johnny told me he wanted to help.' She whispered again, 'Remember the duck?' So Sally went fishing and Johnny stayed to help. 

After several days of Johnny doing both his chores and Sally's, he finally couldn't stand it any longer. He came to Grandma and confessed that he had killed the duck. Grandma knelt down, gave him a big hug and said, "Sweetheart, I know. You see, I was standing at the window and saw the whole thing. Because I love you, I forgave you. I was just wondering how long you would let Sally make a slave of you.' " 

What's keeping your soul cringing in the corner instead of joining in the dance? What hidden weights keep your feet fixed to the floor? What's making a slave of you, and keeping you out of "Joy's Way?" 

Is it a lie? 

Is it fear? 

Is it hatred? 

Is it unforgiveness? 

Is it sex? 

Is it money? 

Is it despair? 

Whatever it is that's making a slave of you, remember this: God is standing in the shadows. God sees it. And God wants you to know that you're loved, you're forgiven, and God doesn't want any Sallys or Satans to make a slave of you any longer. (With thanks to John A. Huffman, Jr., for this story in "The Joys of Growing Up," St. Andrew's Presbyterian Church, Newport Beach, California.) 

In today's Psalm the writer looks over his life and is overwhelmed with joy. He has received healing from the Lord's hands. He has been delivered from the Pit. He has been released from the clutches of Sheol, and his soul's response is to dance with joy. 

The psalmist doesn't wonder about the reason for the illness now banished. He doesn't worry about his worthiness. Instead the songwriter gratefully and cheerfully praises God with his restored voice, shaking off the death grip of silence that had held him down in the Pit. The sedentary stance of mourning is cast off, sadness is turned into dancing, (verse 11), the sackcloth of misery shucked off. The psalmist is now clothed in joy. 

The psalmist is moved to joy and called to dance because he had known himself to be at death's door. He could taste the dust of the Pit in his mouth even as he opened it to cry out to the Lord in prayer and supplication (verse 8). He knew himself to be broken beyond repair by any human abilities. In turning to God at last, the psalmist finally realized that God was all he had. When healing comes, the psalmist knows that God is all he needed. In my favorite words from Larry Crabb's vast corpus of writings, "Brokenness is realizing he is all we have. Hope is realizing he is all we need. Joy is realizing he is all we want." (Lawrence J. Crabb, The Safest Place on Earth: Where People Connect and Are Forever Changed [Nashville: Word, 1999], 39.) 

Do you have that joy this morning? All God's children can dance. What will it take to shake you free of guilt and fear and turn your soul to join the dance of joy? 

How do you start to move into the dance of life? How do you turn your "Baptist feet" into "Pentecostal feet?" 

Let me close by giving you one tip. You must decide what direction you will take. Will you move clockwise or counter-clockwise. Think it doesn't make any difference? Think again! 

"It's an odd fact that when we are sedentary we tend to circulate objects in a clockwise direction, as we do when dealing cards. But when we're on the move we invariably opt to go in the opposite direction. When joggers enter a public park they can turn either to the right or to the left, but in practice they nearly always choose to make an anti-clockwise circuit, as I've noted both in London and in New York. Most race tracks follow an anti-clockwise course, which is also the direction traditionally taken on the dance floor. Whirling dervishes turn that way and so, too, do baseball players when they head for first base. Sacred processions around Celtic shrines follow that route, as do the ceremonial circuits around Christian churches. Even the bathwater in the northern hemisphere rotates in this direction when the plug is pulled, due to the rotation of the earth." Donald Norfolk, The Soul Garden: Creating Green Spaces for Inner growth & Spiritual Renewal (New York: The Overlook Press, 2002), 204. 

So if you're going to move with joy you must work AGAINST the clock. 

Joy doesn't keep track of time. 

Joy isn't measured in minutes, hours, or days. 

Joy fulfills. Joy overflows. Joy abounds. Joy doesn't know young or old, rich or poor, beginnings or endings. 

Joy is the soul's response to the presence of God and the fullness of time. 

To get in "Joy's Way," put your life in a counterclockwise position. Go against the grain of the clock. Don't let the pressures of time rule your soul. 

Set your lips to singing, and your feet to dancing. 

All God's children can dance. 


