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“God-inspired Joy”

2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19 & Ephesians 1:3-14
Three years ago Warner Brothers Pictures released the animated movie “Happy Feet.”  The film about Emperor penguins featured the voices of actors Elijah Woods, Robin Williams, Brittany Murphy, Hugh Jackman, and Nicole Kidman.
Emperor penguins are born to sing and the sound they make is one that is recognized by penguins that mate for life.  After the female penguin lays her egg, she passes the egg to her male partner and it is the male penguin that tends to the egg until the penguin is born.

The female travels great distances over ice flows to and from the sea in search of food.  When she returns she will regurgitate the food she has consumed for the infant penguin.  

The journey is fraught with its own dangers and if she manages to return safely she will trumpet her arrival with a sound that is recognized by her partner.  Amid tens of thousands of penguins they will find each other and soon each family of penguins will be able to recognize its own distinctive voice.
The movie highlights the life of one exceptional young penguin named Mumble.  But Mumble was born to dance – or more specifically tap dance – not sing.  His un-penguin-like behavior eventually gets him kicked out of Emperor Land and into the big, cold world.

He is joined by his friends – the Adelie Amigos – and by an all-knowing Rockhopper penguin named Lovelace.  Mumble sets out on an epic journey and ultimately discovers that being true to oneself can make all the difference in the world - in his life and in the lives of others!

In the end he does not pretend to be able to sing.  Instead he dances.

We come to understand Mumble and we see in his ability to dance more than just happy feet.  Mumble is filled with joy!
The connection between his dancing and the joy that comes to him from his dancing is what I appreciate most about the movie.   Our reading from The Second Book of Samuel is about a man named David who dances with joy.
Now I know some of us may want to dismiss any comparison between the dancing feet of an Emperor penguin with the dancing feet of a King of Israel.  Much may be said about David and the way he was able to unify what was once a tribal confederation into a nation.

During the years of the tribal confederation, the ark of the covenant served as the primary symbol of God’s presence.  The ark was said to contain, among other things, the tablets of God’s law.
When David became King of Israel he established the political capital at Jerusalem.  David set out to bring the ark to Jerusalem on an epic journey of his own as a way of consolidating the tribal confederation into one nation and to establish Jerusalem as its political and religious capital.  

Although there are numerous descriptions of the ark, it’s difficult to verify its precise nature and function.  What is clear is that it was a portable religious shrine and again, the symbol of God’s presence.

The ark’s origins go back before the time the Israelite tribes entered Canaan or the promised land.  It may have contained other sacred objects and would have been large enough to require several persons to move it.

The joy in the procession that accompanies the ark is unleashed through music, song, and dance.  The Hebrew verb (sachaq) that is used in verse 5 also has the meaning of “laugh” and even “play.”  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Pentecost 1, 2009, page 56)

David is dressed in an ephod, a simple ceremonial garment often associated with a priest.  He is filled with such great joy that he dances “with all his might.” (2 Samuel 6:14)

David’s wife Michal, the daughter of Saul, ridicules him for his public display of exuberance.  She despised David in her heart and she accused him of being arrogant and vulgar.  It may be that she felt a more stately procession into the city would have been appropriate given the sacredness of the ark.
But David dismisses her, aware that all of Israel had united and that this was an historical moment of great importance in the life of the people.  David was able to put an end to the threat of the Philistines, something Saul was not able to do.  Without that accomplishment, Israel never could have developed into an independent state.  (Preaching the Lectionary, Year B, page 337)
David had reason to dance – not out of arrogance or vulgarity – as Michal may have concluded but out of gratitude.  In some ways Mumble, the Emperor penguin, discovered what David, the Israelite king, discovered – that there is great, great joy in dancing.

But whether we dance or not, there are moments of joy in our own lives - even in the midst of sorrow.  A friend married only a month ago.
Three days after he returned from his honeymoon, his mother died of a heart attack.  When he spoke of his mother’s death it was with a sense of loss and yet he also spoke with a measure of joy.

“She didn’t suffer,” he said.  “She called me while I was at work and told me, ʻI am having a heart attack.’”

“I told her to stay there and that I was going to call 911.  The ambulance was there as I arrived at the house.  She was taken to the hospital for the first time in her life and within five hours she was gone.”
“She was 90 years old.”

He said a lot more about her life and about his relationship with her; of how she welcomed his wife into the home they were all going to live in together; of how she set the table for meals; of how she would turn the slippers around at the front door to face the outside.  He noticed the little details.
As he spoke he smiled and at one point said, “I know she has gone to be with the Lord.  Having faith in God matters.”

I knew from our conversation that there was a part of him that was sad.  There was a part of him that was not happy.  But I also knew there was a part of him that was filled with joy. 

I knew that the words of the Apostle Paul to those in the church at Ephesus centuries ago rang true for him.  “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love.” (Ephesians 1:3-4)

“In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; this is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God’s own people to the praise of his glory.”  (Ephesians 1:13-14)

We may want to cover our sadness with a desire to be happy – to remember and recapture what has been lost.  The dance of life, however, is a dance not of happiness but of joy; of knowing that God is present always.
Amen.
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