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Choreography
First Reading - 1 Corinthians1:18, 25; 4:10
Second Reading - 2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-21

Imagine the scene — Enough black ties and tuxes to disrupt the
supply chain at Mr. Tuxedo; silk taffeta floor length gowns by the thousands;
paparazzi aplenty; a cast of celebrities (young, old, hip, staid, legends, and
one hit wonders) all taking their turn under the spotlight for the benefit of
the tired, but practiced smiles worn by the political potentates seated before
them; hundreds of band kids sulking in their family rooms all across the

country.

You see, it is January 20th, 1985 following a Plan B ceremony and
speech in the Capitol Rotunda. There was supposed to be a grand ceremony
in front of a six-approaching-seven figure crowd amassed on the Capitol
Mall, along with a glorious parade with bands marching and soldiers
saluting on their way down Pennsylvania Avenue. However, with the
thermometer hovering at 7 degrees and a wind chill of -25, all outdoor
events are canceled, breaking the hearts of the band kids, their tubas and
flutes still nestled in their cases, leaving only the name-dropping pack of the

privileged who gain admittance to the heated environs of the Capital Centre
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to honor President Ronald Reagan at the Inaugural Gala hosted by Frank

Sinatra, marking the beginning of Reagan’s second term.

For those whose birthdate allows for some faint memory of this affair,
how old were you? Did you tune in? Netflix wasn’t around, much less the
iPad, so there weren’t many other options. OI’ Blue Eyes himself, along with
Dean Martin, Jimmy Stewart, Elizabeth Taylor, Zsa Zsa Gabor, Charlton
Heston, and the rest of the Hollywood crowd who palled around with Ron
and Nancy during those Bedtime for Bonzo days, they all came on stage to
pay their respects and maybe force a canned joke or two. It was all so

scripted, even choreographed, you could say, with one notable exception.

Though the Reagans would later dance to the tune of The Tennessee
Waltz at the Inaugural Ball, Sinatra had something else in mind for the Gala.
Frank introduced Jimmy Stewart, who in his trademark, stammering folksy
way introduced a group that emerged from a growing trend in the mean
streets of the Bronx, The New York City Breakers. Break dancing for Ronald
and Nancy Reagan, right there with Kissinger, Casper Weinberger, Edwin
Meese, George Shultz, and North Carolina’s own Libby Dole. I would have

loved to see their faces because they were definitely not the target audience
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for hip-hop. These folks were still appalled by Elvis’ shaking hips. Libby was
probably the only one who had a clue as to what was happening. Buttoned

down meets Bustin’ loose.

Break dancing was just entering the national consciousness. A little
over a year later, I was leading a youth beach retreat, and one afternoon
while walking on the pier, one of our 9th graders (who’s probably pushing
50 about now) decided it was time to bust a move. One of our chaperones
was gobsmacked - What in the world is that? 1 said, “It’s called break
dancing,” and he responded - In my neighborhood, they call that a

conniption.

Obviously, we’ve come a long way, as hip hop dominates the charts
and break dancing is introduced as the newest Olympic sport. Sunny Choi,
aka B-girl Sunny, who will represent the United States in Paris, was
previously the global creative operations director for Estee Lauder, but she
quit to pursue her Olympic dream. Growing up, she was an accomplished
gymnast, but listen to her encounter with break dancing, for it contains an
important clue to understanding our text today. She says, “The reason I fell

in love with it was because it was so different from gymnastics. My whole
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life T had been living by this very, very organized list of checked boxes. What
I loved about breaking is that it challenged that. It requires you to show up
and to figure out who you are and express yourself.” And no matter how she
expressed herself, she was accepted. In that world, she says, “You blend in

by not fitting in.”

Buttoned down vs. bustin’ loose. Very organized list of checked boxes
vs. Express yourself, you blend in by not fitting in. The athletes talk about
finding the right balance between those two worlds. Choi says. “I only plan
about 20 to 30% of a round. But even then, sometimes that goes out the
window and I'll change it right on the spot.” Another member of the
Olympic team, Victor Montalvo, says, “I try to keep myself 50% structured

and then 50% improvised.”

Believe it or not, we have a term for this balance in the Presbyterian/
Reformed tradition — Ardor and Order. Presbyterians have never been
known for our spontaneity or our jubilation. I've been called many things,
free-spirited is not one of them. We are people of the Book — scripture and
scholarship; We are a people methodical and organized, decent and in order.

And yet, at the same time, if we are called to love God with all our hearts
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and spirits, we must remain open to the living, moving Spirit of our Lord
who sometimes calls us out of our comfort zones to risk joy, praise, and
exultation. Ardor (passion), Order (structure, mechanics). Faith calls us to

both.

Ardor and Order are both are in play as David dances and the ark
finds a home in Jerusalem. When we met last, David was in Hebron where
the hotel managers and maitre de(s) were having strokes, scrambling to
house and feed the hordes of tribal elders who had traveled to town to
anoint David as king over all Israel. I can’t say if the New York City Breakers
were on the program, but this event marked a seminal point in Israel’s long
journey from slavery to nationhood. First on David’s agenda was to wrest

control of Jerusalem and establish it as the capital of a united Israel.

Yet, naming it the city of David would not be enough to signify
Jerusalem as the heart of Israel in the minds of the people. There is a reason
the Declaration Of Independence is on display in the heart of our nation’s
capital. Tonight when I drive into DC to deliver a desk to my son, there is a
reason my eyes will be drawn to the lighted edifices of the Washington

Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, the Capitol dome, all of them signs and
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symbols erected to establish in our minds and hearts the notion of

nationhood.

Jerusalem was on a hill, but Jerusalem was not yet Zion. The Psalmist
exults — “May the LORD bless you from Zion; may you see the prosperity of
Jerusalem all the days of your life.” What is it that would transform a spot on
a map into the heart of a people? David’s political astuteness combined with
David’s faith provided the answer — the ark of the covenant. Now, I'll
admit, along with a number of you, that I had not even heard of the ark of
the covenant until Indiana Jones went looking for it in Raiders of the Lost
Ark, but later, by the second week of seminary, I knew that the ark of the
covenant was a pretty big deal, a bigger deal than Noah’s ark or the Tower
of Babel or even Moses’ staff. While the wandering Israelites were camped
at Mt. Sinai and at the command of God, Moses had the ark constructed

according to the precise dimensions the Lord had mandated.

“The Ark was a box with the dimensions of two-and-a-half cubits in
length, by one-and-a-half cubits in height, by one-and-a-half cubits in width
(a cubit is about 18 inches). It was constructed of acacia wood, and was

plated with pure gold, inside and out.” Placed within the ark were the
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tablets of the Law, the ten commandments given by God to Moses.
Spiritually, the ark represented the dwelling place of God on earth and was
central to the life of God’s people. It was so sacred that once the tabernacle
was constructed, the ark was housed in an inner room known as the Holy of
Holies. The high priest was the only person allowed to enter the Holy of
Holies, and that was just once a year. Manifesting the divine presence, the
ark was understood to hold the kind of high-voltage power that today
would necessitate warning signs, welding helmets, and security measures. A
handle-with-care sticker would not suffice. Just ask Uzzah who wound up in

the morgue after reaching out to steady the ark in transit.

Walter Brueggemman said the ark of the covenant signified for Israel
the raw presence and power of Yahweh, and in holding the ten
commandments, the ark served as a visible sign pointing to the covenant

binding Israel to Yahweh.

David understands the role the ark has played in the life of Israel, and
David comprehends both the spiritual and political ramifications of bringing
the ark to this newly established royal city. As Brueggemman observed, “the

ark’s presence in Jerusalem even forces David’s critics to acknowledge
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Jerusalem as central.” Thus, from a secular perspective alone, bringing the
ark to Jerusalem is politically savvy. Yet, as evidenced by David’s behavior
while transporting the ark, something much more significant than political

expediency is going on here.

A generation later when David’s son, Solomon, dedicates the temple
in which the ark would reside at its center, Solomon prays, “O God of Israel,
let your word be confirmed, which you promised to your servant my father
David. But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Even heaven and the highest
heaven cannot contain you, much less this house that I have built! Regard
your servant's prayer and his plea, O Lord my God, heeding the cry and the
prayer that your servant prays to you today; that your eyes may be open
night and day toward this house, the place of which you said, ‘My name
shall be there,” that you may heed the prayer that your servant prays toward

this place.”

Jerusalem may be David’s royal city, but it is God’s kingdom. Yahweh
is David’s strength and the people’s hope. Yahweh’s presence is what
transforms this city on a hill into Zion, the house of the Lord. The Psalmist

exults — “The Lord loves the gates of Zion more than all the dwelling places of



9 of 11

Jacob,” and “For the Lord has chosen Zion; he has desired it for his dwelling

place.”

With the ark of the covenant coming into Jerusalem, the ancient
promises of the Lord to Abraham are being realized, and so political
expedience is eclipsed by profound praise. “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 ... David danced before the
Lord with all his might; David was girded with a linen ephod. So David and all
the house of Israel brought up the ark of the Lord with shouting, and with the

sound of the trumpet.”

This wasn’t Swan Lake, this was Electric Boogaloo. This wasn’t Nureyeyv,
this was B-Boy Frosty Freeze — unchoreographed, spontaneous, exultant.
Those emotions of joy and praise have to go somewhere, and here, David
along with his crew are getting their groove on with praise, gratitude, and
dancing feet, celebrating the presence of the Lord. This is Jake Blues
flipping down the sanctuary aisle during the singing sermon of the right Rev.
Cleophus James (Brown). This is a Love the Lord with all your heart and

strength moment.
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There are moments when praise uncontrollably erupts, the presence of
God moving you to joy, or tears, or, in this story, dancing. It doesn’t have to
be dancing, though it could be. It could be the welling of emotions in the
singing of the Hallelujah Chorus. It could the tears that surprise you when
seeing a baby baptized. It could be the laughter and energy of fellowship in
the hallway following a moving worship service. It could be holding candles
around Lake Susan in Montreat on the last night of the Youth Conference. It
could be the heart beating a little faster as we utter the words — Jesus is
risen. He is risen, indeed! Praise erupts in many different forms. It is the
sensory expression of the inner joy felt when you know and feel God is
present. Remember the children’s song? “I've got joy, joy, joy, joy, down in

my heart...” Praise is the uncontainable expression of that joy.

When Christians gathered on that first Pentecost, observers thought
these Christians were drunk, but no, the presence of God’s Spirit
spontaneously conducted a symphony of languages and uncontrollable
praise. When he discovered Lazarus alive again, Jesus wept. When the
Samaritan woman finally felt acknowledged and known in the presence of
Christ, she ran to tell her friends. Praise is spontaneous in the presence of

the Lord and it needs that outlet we call worship. “Praise, Ye, the Lord, the

10
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almighty, the king of creation.” There is a midrash in the Jewish Talmud
which suggests that when the ark of the covenant was reclaimed after being
taken by the Philistines, “the oxen pulling the Ark burst into song as soon as

it was once again in Israel's possession.” (Jewish Virtual Library)

David knew the political ramifications of the ark’s home, and was
surely obsessed over the mechanics of this new nation, but those concerns
were swept aside in this joyful encounter with the God who claimed him,
heart, soul, and mind. Frederick Buechner put it this way — “How they cut
loose together, David and Yahweh, whirling around before the ark in such a
passion that they caught fire from each other and blazed up in a single
flame of such magnificence that not even the dressing-down David got from

Michal afterward COUld dlm the glOI'y Of it.” (Frederick Buechner, Peculiar Treasures)

I'd probably be more moved by a stirring hymn, knowing that I'd most
likely break a hip attempting the electric boogaloo, but a life without praise
misses the very meaning of life itself. So, may we heed the Psalmist, “Make a
joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth. Worship the Lord with gladness; come

into his presence with singing. Know that the Lord is God.” Amen.
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