1st February 2015
2 Samuel 6:1–5, 12b–19

Attending the grand opening of the youth centre was a landmark day yesterday. Three years of hard work and planning made it happen. The faith and courage and commitment of this church were publicly recognised.  In many ways we were going back to the future. 

As elderly gentlemen came up to me and said  it was like going back in time because this church used to have the Dursley Youth Club and this was where he met his wife.  The youth centre had come home again, were his words.  

Across from the Parsonage is the site of the first Tabernacle which gave rise to one of the first ever Sunday Schools which was a place where young people could come and aspire for a better future. History permeates this ground like an early morning mist. In a huge sense we have respected our past whilst looking to the future by entering in this partnership with the Town council to open Dursley’s new youth centre. 

The Parsonage was our home for twelve years and I hope and pray it will feel like home for the young people of this town. 

This sense of respect for the past and the future is extremely rare today. In every era of great cultural transformation, people invariably become so focused on themselves and the changes they are going through that they lose sight of their past and become blind to where they are headed.

There is a lot of history around at the present. The 70th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz reminded us that evil and genocide is always stalking at our doors. 

Magna Carta is being celebrated 800 years after King John had the power of the monarch held to account by the people paving the way for cherished freedoms that we enjoy today and need to be vigilant about.
Wolf Hall is the thinking person’s top telly programme of the moment. Based on the Prize winning novel by Hilary Mantel, it tells the story of history again – namely of Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s Mr Fix it. Cromwell engineered Henry’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon and marriage to his mistress Anne Boleyn, andOwas instrumental in establishing the Church of England and the break from Rome and the Catholic Church and the authority of the Pope. Henry, the King would become the head of the state church with huge social, political and spiritual ramifications, which are still with us today. 

This week of course was a huge milestone in the history of the Church of England with the consecration of the first woman bishop. Not sure what Thomas Cromwell would have made of it. He was reputed to be a supporter of the emerging Protestant faith and would play his role in changing the religious face of this country. 
Wolf Hall is about power and the exercise of power. It reminds us of history and how history has shaped us to who we are today. 
This respect for the past can be rare today- as people tend to live in the present and look to the future. 

It’s what happened when Israel went through the incredible transformation from having judges to having kings. 
Over the next month we return to the story of King David in the Old Testament. We pick up where we left off in November with King Saul having been defeated and killed in battle leaving the way open for David to seize the throne in the Old Testament’s very own version of Game of Thrones. 

With Saul dead all the tribes of Israel gather and anoint David as their new king. He is thirty years old and will rule for the next 40 years. 
The first thing he does as King is march on the Jebusites and captures the fortress  of Zion and makes it the City of David – what we know today as Jerusalem. In another example of biblical family values he takes more concubines and wives and bears more children. He does a bit more philistine bashing and then decides to bring the Ark of the Covenant back to his new capital city and seat of his power. 

It is a shrewd political move. The ark was an ancient symbol going back the time of Moses. The ark symbolises the presence of God, especially in holy war. It unified the tribes of Israel. Here is David starting out with a new reign of power and he remembers the old order. He goes and rediscovers the Ark of the Covenant that meant so much to the older generation. He rediscovers the past in order to go into the future. 

Anyone who has seen “Raiders of the Lost Ark” has a pretty good sense that the Ark of the Covenant is a big wooden box you seriously don’t want to mess with. The ark is first described in the book of Exodus when the Israelites would carry it with them through the desert. The box, with two winged cherubim on top, was filled with the two stone tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments, some manna and Aaron’s rod. Whenever the ark was with them, the Israelites felt like they were invincible.
Except, in the fourth chapter of 1 Samuel, the unthinkable happened. The Israelites went up against the Philistines, who had chariots, and -- even with their ark -- the Israelites were no match. The Philistines captured the ark. Only it started making everyone sick who was near it, so they decided to return it. But even though Israel got the ark back, the people weren’t happy with it anymore. This is the moment when the people ganged up on Samuel and demanded a king so they could be like the nations. Amidst the ensuing changes, the ark was forgotten, a dusty relic in the town of Kiriath-jearim

Until the first king, Saul, died, and the new king, David, decided to dig deep into the past, retrieve the old relic and try to unite the people around him. But David had lost respect for the tradition and had forgotten how to care for the ark and carry himself around it. Because of this, a young man named Uzzah died

The story begins with David sending all of his men to Kiriath-jearim. He ordered a new cart to be made for the ark, and this was his first mistake. The ark wasn’t meant to be put on a cart but was supposed to be carried by priests, on poles. With the ark on their backs, the priests could feel the weight of God’s presence with them. The only people who had put the ark on a cart before were the Philistines and look what happened to them. 
The second mistake the Israelites made was forgetting to offer a sacrifice. They were singing and dancing and making a big racket. David wanted all of the benefits of the ark, but he didn’t want to invest in the work, the time or the money the institution of the ark demanded. He didn’t want to make a sacrifice. There is only true worship when there is sacrifice, when it costs you something. 
Two young men, Uzzah and Ahio, were assigned to drive the cart bearing the ark. When this circus came to the threshing floor of Nacon, the oxen lost their footing and the ark began to fall. Uzzah, bringing up the rear, reached out and grabbed the ark. He didn’t know not to do this. The anger of the Lord flared up and burst out upon poor Uzzah. He died on the spot.

David’s reaction is so telling. Like a little boy who has had his toy taken away from him, he was angry. But fear quickly took over, and David seems to have realized how reckless he had been. God is God, and we -- even King David -- are not.
I want people to know that God is accessible, that God is their friend, that God is loving and forgiving and wonderful, and I believe those things are true.  But I also believe that the resurrection shows us that God is a mystery, that God is often beyond words, his ways are not our ways. 

There was a teacher of theology who would try and teach Christian belief about God , Jesus and humanity – what Christians believe. But then at some point in his course he would start a lecture by placing his hands over his mouth to illustrate that at some point we just shut up in the presence of God, and there are things we can't explain, because God's presence itself is a mystery.

David forgot.  David forgot the part about the stories that said to treat the ark with the utmost respect, to not touch it, to carry it in a certain way, with poles, with reverence, not on some cart.  And it delayed the entrance of the ark for months into Jerusalem, the presence of God, and cost some poor guy his life.

We forget, too, sometimes the mystery of dealing with a God who will not always be defined and is often inexplicable.  But there are those who have not forgotten.

I saw the movie "Raiders of the Lost Ark at the cinema when it first came out."  If you are of a certain age and you know this movie well, and you know the story involves a search for and recovery of the ark of the covenant, which was considered to be valuable beyond all treasures by the bad guys AND the good guys. The Nazis wanted it so they could use its power to win wars. 
But do you remember the last scene?  The scene in which they open the ark out in the desert, and they're ready to harness its power?  I remember covering my eyes, peeking through my fingers at the power unleashed that killed all the ones who dared look into the ark.  Only good old Indiana Jones and Marian, who are smart enough to not look directly at the power of God, survive this unleashing, the literal face-melting power of God.

Sometimes it takes popular culture, even vintage popular cultures such as this, to remind us that the power of God is nothing to be ashamed of, and in fact, is the mystery in which we have faith. 

Sometimes we can forget. Forget things like the attitudes and actions that can lead to genocide and holocaust. We can forget the need to protect our freedoms like Magna Carta. We can forget everything we have and our blessing and the links in the chain that brought them to us. 

While we sometimes forget the past, all is not lost. In our lives with God, there is always hope that we can be reshaped, remade and redeemed. After David got over his anger and fear, he tried to recover the ark again, but this time differently
First, he dug around and found an ephod, a priestly garb, which served as a sign that he was taking this treasure seriously. Next, he gave up the cart. Finally, after those who bore the ark had taken six steps, they stopped and David offered a sacrifice -- not one, but two -- an ox and a fatling. Once David had yoked himself to the institution of the ark, THEN he danced.
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! But davdi doesn’t care. He wants to worship God. Before the Lord  I will dance for joy he says.
What David remembered, and what we remembered too, is that the presence of God is a blessing and is to be celebrated, even in the midst of all of its power. 
Going back in history and to the Reformation – john Calvin, who overlapped with Thomas Cromwell, 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.

We have just done Christmas and soon we will be in Lent preparing for Easter. Don't we want to celebrate the incarnation and resurrection all year round?  And the resurrection is, more than anything else, a testament to the power of God over life and death. Surely that should get your feet tapping … dance dance whether you may be I am the Lord of the Dance said he.
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.” 

We celebrate that God is with us active today in our lives, in our church and in our world. Surely that is worth celebrating 
If we respect and remember the past we will remember that god has been with us and has provided for us then and that will give us reason to celebrate, to celebrate and dance even! And to look to the future with confidence and faith and courage. http://www.faithandleadership.com/sermons/ken-evers-hood-what-are-you-living-for-thats-bigger-you
