
“If We’re Not Supposed to Dance, Then Why All This Music?” 
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You may not know that the sermon title I have chosen for today is the last line of a short poem 
by Gregory Orr, called, To Be Alive.  Here’s the whole poem … 
 
To be alive, 
Not just the carcass, but the spark. 
If we’re not supposed to dance, 
then why all this music?  
 
So let me start off by asking, what is your relationship with dancing?  People seldom have a 
casual relationship with dancing.  Either they are fanatical about it, or they stay as far away 
from it as possible.  
 
Here are four short, first-person memories from different people about dancing … 
 

a. The lit-up second floor of a country grange hall. Silent countryside stretching for miles in 
the black night beyond. A polka band playing in the corner. A giant man –your father– 
telling you to hold his hands tight and stand on his feet. The crowd, lights, music, 
whirling past your half-closed eyes as he turns you around and around on the creaky 
wooden floorboards. 

 
b. The darkened gym of a high school in the country. Rock ‘n roll so loud your ears ring all 

the next day. The feel of the cinder block wall against your back as you wait out the slow 
dances, wondering will your turn ever come. 

 
c. The Alibi, a bar in a tiny town in Vermont. Nickel beers on Wednesdays, dancing every 

Friday and Saturday. Ellen in her lavender shirt, you in your red shirt, waiting in the entry 
way until the cover charge drops to half price. The tiny square dance floor where every 
song, in your memory, is by the Police. 

 
d. A party in Maine. A swing band. A skirt that swings, a man with dark eyes. Your body 

unsure of itself, unable to follow the tight rhythms. “Not like that. Like this,” he says. The 
dark-eyed man curls your fingers tight around the tips of his: “Resist me,” he says.  
“Follow me, and at the same time resist me.” You begin to get it, and off you go. 

As I said, some people would rather go dancing than anything in life.  Others would rather be 
shot than move in odd gyrating ways.   

King David – is a dancer.  In the chapters before this morning’s text he has pulled off a great 
diplomatic maneuver.   



He has taken the main Canaanite stronghold, the city of Jerusalem, without firing a shot.  And 
to top that off, he has organized a parade to bring the holiest Hebrew relic, the ark of the 
covenant, into Jerusalem.  It’s his way of making the new political capitol into a religious capitol, 
as well.  This calls for celebration.  Not one to leave anything important to others, David starts 
the parade himself.  He’s a solo artist.   
 
He dances with all his might before the Lord, in a most un-kingly and un-dignified way.  He 
shows no regal composure; there’s no royal wave.  David shakes himself all over the place until 
you can see his underwear, because, as one interpreter has said,  “it’s almost impossible to 
dance before the Lord with all your might and not show a little leg.”      
 

Of course, this kind of thing tends to upset some people.    
 

David was girded [only] 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.  As the ark of the Lord came 
into the city of David, Michal, daughter of Saul looked out of the window, and saw King David 
leaping and dancing before the Lord; and she despised him in her heart. . . . She said, “How the 
king of Israel honored himself today, uncovering himself before the eyes of his servants’ maids, 
as any vulgar fellow might shamelessly uncover himself!” 

 

David would see this act as anything but vulgar. For him, this moment is the caboose on an 
ancient parade that began with the Hebrew people coming out of Egypt hundreds of years 
before.  They had been a subject people – a slave people, and now they have become a 
sovereign nation.  Until this moment they had been a band of tribes; tribes led by a dozen or 
more warlords.  But now, David has consolidated his power.  He believes that the God who led 
the slave people out of Egypt has made this happen.  The Canaanites have welcomed David into 
their city as a conqueror, and David understands this as no less than a miracle of God.   
 
So David dances because he can’t help it.  His dance is his way of saying that though he, the 
king, is the agent of this final chapter in a long history, this moment is not about him – it is 
about God  And his dance is the embodiment of that truth.  Dance is always about embodying 
something.   
 
David conquers Jerusalem, not with a sword, but with his dance.  It’s a stunning and wonderful 
thing.  The people watching him dance, gush, and not with their blood, which, of course, is the 
best part about this.   
 
It takes a lot of courage to do what David has done. A lesser man would have put on his armor 
and killed thousands.  Instead, he takes off his armor (and nearly everything else) and dances, 
celebrating a victory that ordinarily requires buckets of blood.   
 
David voluntarily sets aside his armor and with it, his power, which makes him supremely brave. 
He’s not your garden variety conqueror.  He’s something special and everyone knows it. 
   
Referencing this unique story, the Rev. Dr. Anna Carter Florence has written the following:   



When I was in high school, our drama teacher was named Mr. Phelps.  He was tall and stringy 

and bald and bearded, and somehow he had landed in our little New England town from 

Colorado, where none of us had ever been.   

 

He wore jeans and cowboy boots every day—we figured that must be what teachers wore, out 

there in the West—and he carried a huge leather shoulder bag overflowing with books and 

papers, because it turned out he was also a graduate student, at the Yale School of Drama.  He’d 

come flying into the parking lot every afternoon in his beat-up car with the Colorado plates, just 

in time for rehearsal, and from the moment he raced into the auditorium until he dismissed us 

three hours later, that man demanded more of us than any teacher we’d ever had.   

 

We weren’t sure if we liked him, but we loved him, and we would have followed him anywhere to 

work with him, because when Mr. Phelps was directing a musical, he danced before the Lord 

with all his might.  I mean, the man was out of his seat every three seconds, dancing back and 

forth and shouting and provoking and prodding us with his clipboard, and if we didn’t play a 

scene or sing a song with the kind of life he wanted, he jumped up and down until we did.  

 

It was something none of us had experienced before, and the day of auditions, the theatre was 

packed. Not just with drama queens, by the way: it was packed with jocks and musicians and 

cool kids and wallflowers and techies and nerds and boys who were heading straight from high 

school into auto mechanics, because this was a rather humble little town; but when Mr. Phelps 

was directing the musical, everyone wanted to be part of it.   
 

It still astonishes me to remember how eager we were to learn every line and sing every note of 

the scripts he put in front of us.  I’m fairly sure that only a handful of kids in the auditorium had 

been to see live professional theatre, since going to the movies was the most excitement we had, 

and this was the seventies—for us, “art” meant Rocky and Jaws and Saturday Night Fever.  But 

when we were on that high school stage, we understood that art was about ultimate things.  We 

were transported to the streets of London in “Oliver,” and the fire escapes of New York in “West 

Side Story,” and the shtetls of Russia in “Fiddler on the Roof”—places that became real and 

holy for us, with people we knew.  Because somehow, when we entered the scripts Mr. Phelps put 

before us, beloved community was real; grace was real.  We were stripped bare, just us and the 

great mysterious holy.  But we would never have had the courage to go there if he hadn’t danced 

first, if he hadn’t shown us that there are other things you can do with power besides hurling it at 

someone, and if he hadn’t been willing to be abased in his own eyes as, well as ours.   

 
Well, there it is. Not all of us like being exposed.  Not all of us like to dance. And so for every 
King David there’s a Queen Michal, worrying about what people will think or say.   
 

Michal, daughter of Saul, looked out of the window, and saw King David leaping and dancing 
before the Lord; and she despised him in her heart. . . . She said, “How the king of Israel honored 
himself today, uncovering himself before the eyes of his servants’ maids, as any vulgar fellow 
might shamelessly uncover himself!”   
 
 



And then David said to Michal … I will make myself even more contemptible than this, and I will 
be abased in my own eyes; but by the maids of whom you have spoken, by them I shall be held 
in honor.” 

 

The Rev. Doctor, Wilma Gafney, an episcopal priest and professor of Old Testament, offers this 
cautionary rebuttal to any sermon that would throw David’s wife Michal under the bus just 
because she found his manner of dancing in public to be over-the-top.  Hear what Dr. Gafney 
has to say in Michal’s defense … 

I heard a voice say preach Michal’s story. Preach the story of a woman who loved a man who 

didn’t love her. Preach the story of a woman who never had children and died alone. Preach the 

story of a woman who loved a man of God who had other women and chose all of them over her.  

Preach the story of a woman who got left holding the bag when she helped the man she loved 

break out. Preach the story of a woman who got passed around from man to man by another 

man. Preach the story of a woman locked up and abandoned by the man she had risked 

everything for. Preach the story of a woman who found someone who loved her after everything 

she had been through, and found that man and his love through the man she had once loved 

[David] a man who never loved her. Preach the story of a woman who doesn’t get a happy 

ending in the Bible. Preach that. But nobody wants to hear that. 

In the Bible, barren women get miraculous conceptions, pregnancies and live births. But not 

always. When people call the roll of childless women for whom God provides children they call 

the names of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, Hannah … and Elizabeth, and they forget about Michal. 

Now, some blame Michal for telling David the truth about himself. This is dangerously close to 
victim shaming. We have been so conditioned to champion David … that many of us miss that 
Michal was telling the truth about him. Yes, David was dancing before the Lord, but the text 
also tells us that his wife, Michal, knew he was also dancing to catch the eyes of other women 
in Jerusalem, women he had eyes for. David admits this himself, and he says it as an act of 
violence against her. Yes, Michal despised him in her heart, and she had every right to. 
 
Michal had been used by her father, King Saul, to trap David and used by David to escape that 
trap. Her father used her body to punish David, giving her to another man as his wife when she 
was still married to David whom she doubtless still loved.  

Then she has to sleep with a strange new man her father has given her to. But she must have 
longed for David, the hero and rebel bandit, to come to her rescue. And then he did, but with 
two other women in tow.                                                                                                                                    

Michal might have been content to live with David and his new wives, that was the way with 
kings. But David didn’t want her as a woman or a wife. He wanted her back as a possession.  



She was his, he believed, and no one else ought to have her. He took her back and then he 
abandoned her. He failed to do for her what was commanded by the Torah; he failed to provide 
her with children.  

The text does not say that Michal was barren. No, that would mean she and David were having 
a conjugal relationship. No, it says she does not have a child, meaning that David did not give 
her one. David withheld himself from her. And yet he went on to have child after child with a 
host of other women.   

I’ve said a lot here, but let me add one more piece of information. 

Michal is the only woman in the Bible for whom it is said, “she loved” a man.  She’s the only one.  
There are tons of relationships between men and women in the Bible – Adam and Eve, Sarah 
and Abraham, Jacob and Rachel, Ruth and Boaz, Hosea and Gomer, David and Bathsheba ... it 
goes on and on, but this is the only one where a woman is said to honestly love another man.   

While it can be said that David heard the music and danced, so did Michal.  There were so many 
reasons in the ancient world for women to keep their heads and not let their emotions run off 
with them.  I mean, the question of survival was an everyday question.  Even in the best of 
times, marriage is about being teamed up with someone who will either speed you up, or slow 
you down in the race to get a sustainable foundation under you – and this went for king’s 
daughters like Michal, as well as the daughters of paupers.   

On a previous day (not the one in question) Michal heard the music David was playing on his 
harp and she made herself vulnerable and she danced for him.  She loved him and, as I said, she 
is the only woman in the Bible recognized for this.  And in the end, he wasn’t worthy of her.  
But she loved him, nevertheless.  She probably always remembered him as the love of her life.   

Have you … have you ever found a moment in life so delicious that you let yourself go, without 
the help of alcohol -- in some way?  You threw caution to the wind and let yourself dance?  
Have you ever really let go, so that you were, if only for a moment, a stranger to yourself?  I 
think we’re all supposed to have at least one experience like that in a life time.  It’s part of what 
it means to be alive.   

Here’s a story by Janet Turman to illustrate – knowing Michal and her father and her love for 
David, it’s a story I believe she would appreciate ... 
 
When I told my parents I might travel from California to West Virginia to visit my sister Gwen 

for the holidays, they enthusiastically endorsed the idea. They were eager to put some distance 

between me and George, the man I’d been dating for several months. George was divorced and 

had three children. And he was black.  George and I had worked together for a year and a half 

and had grown to trust and respect each other before we’d started dating.  



I loved being with him and had never been happier, but I felt trepidation about being in an 

interracial relationship. (It was 1961.) I hoped this trip to West Virginia would give me time to 

think.       

                            

Once I arrived at my sister’s home, questions overwhelmed me: What kind of mother would I be 

to interracial children? Could I contend with the inevitable racism and discrimination? Would 

my family reject me? I felt deeply hurt by my parents’ reaction to my decision to date a black 

man. I loved them and wanted them in my life, but I had to anticipate the worst: that they would 

disown me.  

 

The longer I debated, the more questions I came up with. I was getting nowhere. I was afraid to 

call George, because I knew I would break into tears if I heard his voice. 

 

As soon as I returned home, I went to see George and fell into his arms. I knew I was making a 

decision that would change both our lives, and we would have to take it day by day.  We’ve been 

married forty-three years. 

Who knows why you or I make the decisions we make in a life-time?  A moment comes, we 

prepare ourselves as best we can, but then something takes over, right, and it’s like … we dance.   

I mean, if we’re not supposed to dance … then why all this music? 

Amen 


