12th July 2009

2 Samuel 6:1–5, 12b–19

On Friday, 10th July the Reformed Church worldwide celebrated the 500th Anniversary of John Calvin. Calvin was one of the great reformers of the 16th century who set about renewing the church. He believed that the church had lost its way and it needed to go back to basics.
His significance to the church is immense. His theological work provided the basis for Reformed theology and shaped our church for what it is today. The system of church government he developed in Geneva became the blueprint for Presbyterianism and inspired the rise of democracy and also capitalism.

He was invited into Geneva to set up a model church and a model city of the Reformation. Calvin understood the church as a community of those who belonged to it by choice. People had pledged to follow Jesus Christ and for Calvin that entailed a commitment to live a godly life.  He set up a consistory of elders who would meet each week to consider if individuals weren’t leading godly lives. They dealt with such terrible sins as laughing during sermons, singing obscene songs (not during sermons!), possessing dubious books, playing cards and dice. They regulated the style of women’s hats, investigated the insides of tankards and saucepans, shut all taverns and replaced them with cafes equipped with bibles for light reading. They also set up a decent system of public education and alleviated the misery of poverty and reduced the amount of domestic violence and cruelty to children. Most people concentrate on the narrow moralism of Calvin and forget some of the positive things he achieved. 

He was concerned that unchecked emotions can lead people into sin. People had to stay as sober and as calm as possible and he didn’t want things to stir people’s emotions up. 

He banned dancing because he thought that the way people touch each other in dance is nothing less than a first step towards adultery, the purity of the body would be better safeguarded by the complete avoidance of dancing. 
God had given humanity the gift of music in order to praise him but music was unfortunately always liable to human abuse when it served nothing but pleasure and futility; when it was performed only for enjoyment, and when it kept people from more useful activities. 
Just as Calvin thought that idleness was a sin – (he originated the Protestant work ethic) he also thought music, simply for the sake of entertainment, was not good.  Any human activity should be directed towards a good goal. 
When he came to Geneva he actually reintroduced music into the churches but he promoted singing in unison rather than harmony, and without musical accompaniment. The essence of the song was the Word and the melody. Organ and multiple part harmonies were left to one side because Calvin feared that the ear would receive more attention than the heart. The singing was not for human amusement but for God’s praise. 
Calvin has a lot to answer for! Our attitudes to worship and what is appropriate in church have inevitably been shaped by centuries of Calvinism. Should there be laughter in church? Should there be displays of emotionalism? Can you have lively music with popular songs; should you have an organ, or a choir? Is God amused or offended by our worship? Who is worship for? These debates have come down through the centuries.

King David caused a stir when the Ark of the Covenant entered Jerusalem for the first time.

Between the conquest of Canaan under Joshua and Samuel’s anointing of Saul as king, Israel existed as a tribal confederation. During those years, the Ark of the Covenant provided a visible symbol of God’s presence. 
As such, it held a central place in Israel’s worship. The ark also was believed to have power related to warfare, based on Numbers 10:35. (This understanding was co-opted in the script of the first of the Indiana Jones movies, Raiders of the Lost Ark). The fourth chapter of 1 Samuel narrates the tragic attempt of the tribes to use the ark for such purposes. The Philistines defeated Israel and seized the ark. Ironically, the Philistines returned the ark to Israel because of plagues attributed to it (2 Samuel 5).

David’s bringing of the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem blends these traditions of God’s presence and power. The presence of God is recognized through singing, dancing, and offerings. The holiness and power of the ark takes narrative form in the hard and difficult story of Uzzah. Uzzah sought to stabilize the ark when it shook because of the oxen’s movement. For his efforts, he is struck dead (2 Samuel 6:7).

What happened to the Ark of the Covenant? It was stored in Solomon’s temple within the Holy of Holies. The Babylonians later destroyed that temple during the time of exile. But was the ark destroyed? Or was it hidden by Jeremiah in Egypt, as some legends insist? And if so, will the ark be found? Television documentaries tease us with such possibilities. Where is it now? We do not know. We do know, however, that God’s presence does not require a box to hold it or make it “real.”
When David became king of the unified Israel, he established the political capital at Jerusalem. He then set out to bring the ark to Jerusalem, seeking to employ this symbol of God’s presence to further consolidate the realm. This would establish Jerusalem as the religious capital of Israel.
The joy in the procession that accompanies the ark is unleashed through music, song, and dance. Note that the Hebrew verb sachaq (“dance”) in verse 5 also has the meaning of “laugh” and even “play.” Spontaneity and lightness mark the celebration of both ruler and warriors.
Still, ominous notes sound amidst the celebration. Verses 6–11 narrate a tragic interruption to the procession, reminding all that the holiness traditions regarding the ark remain in force. After Uzzah’s death, three months pass as David waits for a sign from God that it is time for the ark to enter Jerusalem. 
When it finally does, David’s wife Michal despises his “leaping and dancing” in public celebration dressed in an ephod. ‘What a glorious day for the king of Israel’ she says sarcastically. She calls him a vulgar clown! In the exchange reported in verses 20–23, David declares that God is the one who put him in power in place of Michal’s father, Saul. Her childless future reveals that David has nothing more to do with her. 

When have we, like David, been lost in spiritual joy beyond all human sense?

How do we express spiritual joy? 
Are we sacred of emotions and how they may lead us astray, or cause us to embarrass ourselves?

When has the expressed joy of others renewed your spirit? When, sadly, has it made you angry, or envious, or embarrassed?
Many Christians are suspicious of the pursuit of happiness. They know that self-denial and self-sacrifice are part of Christian life, and they worry that happiness is too often equated with a transient feeling. They may also believe that acting right does not involve doing what makes us happy. In fact, they may think that doing the right thing usually hurts – it’s an act of duty, not pleasure. Maybe Christians should not be concerned about happiness.
But happiness is a term deeply rooted in Christian tradition. Happy is the very first word of the Psalter. Matthew uses the word happy to describe those who take on the yoke of Jesus. Augustine uses the word happiness to describe the goal of life. 
Happiness may need to be redefined by Christians, but abandoning the word altogether is not an option. One reason Christians are suspicious of the pursuit of happiness is that today it is understood in hedonic terms. It is seen as the search for good feelings – often achieved in an impulsive manner.

But there is another ancient understanding of happiness: happiness is the ability to live a virtuous life that promotes well-being and the judgment that one is indeed flourishing rather than languishing. This notion of happiness is embedded in the Christian tradition. 
What the tradition has not recognized is that these two understandings are not opposites and that virtue gives genuine pleasure. So goodness and pleasure cannot be separated, for doing good is pleasing to us. 

An important source for a Christian account of happiness is the 13th-century philosopher Thomas Aquinas. To understand Thomas we must first discard the idea that happiness is a feeling of moderate euphoria. Second, we must be willing to consider that happiness is linked intrinsically to virtue (doing good well).
Thomas begins from the following premises: 1) God is good. 2) The cosmos is God’s creation. As such, it is an expression of God’s goodness. 3) The creation is unified because each part belongs to and contributes to the whole and is in turn promoted, sustained and perfected by the rest. All things actualize the goodness of God and celebrate themselves as good creatures when they are at their best and helping all creation to flourish.
Let’s take the example of a honeybee that is contributing to the flourishing of its hive, the production of honey and the pollination of plants. This bee might be called happy, since it fulfils its function. Because this definition of happiness does not trap us in the realm of feeling, we can speak about the happiness of bees as easily as about our own happiness. 

According to this model, feeling good is the result of doing good in ordinary and common choices of daily life. We become happy not by pursuing fleeting moments of pleasure, but by being the self that God created us to be. While our capacity to honour God is perhaps greater than the capacity of bees, so is our instability. We make choices constantly, and not all of them contribute to the flourishing and sustaining of creation – nor do they all honour God. In this realm of choice, we find the moral life. All our interactions with other creatures have a moral dimension because our actions affect them. By attending to the effects we have on things and on each other we can learn to use ourselves more lovingly for the well-being of the things and people we touch.

We are always forming each other and ourselves, for good or for ill, through everyday choices and interactions. Learning to use ourselves well is the foundation not only of judging our life to be going well, but also of feeling happy.
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Proclaiming the word

I cannot dance, O Lord,

unless you lead me.

If you will

that I leap joyfully

then you must be the first to dance

and sing.

Then, and only then,

will I leap for love.

Then I will soar

from love to knowledge,

from knowledge to fruition,

from fruition to beyond

all human sense.

And there

I will remain

and circle forevermore.

(By Mechtild of Magdeburg
Making life connections

Distribute copies of “Help Me Unbury Wonder”

and  read it aloud. 
Help Me Unbury Wonder

O God of the miracles,

of galaxies

and crocuses

and children.

I praise you now

from the soul of the child within me,

shy in my awe,

delighted by my foolishness

stubborn in my wanting

persistent in my questioning

and bold in my asking you

to help me unbury my talents

for wonder

and humour
and gratitude,

So I may invest them eagerly

in the recurring mysteries

of spring and beginnings,

of willows that weep

and rivers that flow

and people who grow

in such endlessly amazing

and often painful ways;

that I will be forever linked and loyal

to justice and joy,

simplicity and humanity,

Christ and his kingdom.
Allow a quiet moment for reflection on these questions: 
What do you long for God to reveal in you?
How would you like to respond to God’s presence in your life?

Summarize: 
As we discern God’s presence among us, we are called to express our joy.

Human tension and strife are not able to suppress God-inspired joy and hope. 
BLESSING

LET US GO IN JOY TO LOVE AND SERVE THE LORD AND MAY THE BLESSING OF GOD IS WITH US NOW AND ALWAYS.

AMEN

