From Covenant to Covenant: It Takes Two to Tango

Exodus 20:1-17


Several weeks ago I saw a production of the play The Secret Rapture. In this work, the English playwright David Hare takes a critical look at the political and moral issues of Margaret Thatcher’s Britain by focusing on one family’s struggles.


Following the death of their father, two sisters grapple with their alcoholic stepmother, their differing professional ambitions, and their romantic relationships. What emerges is an exploration of power in a variety of forms.


The playwright briefly looks at the power religion can have in a person’s life. But what I find interesting is how Hare imagines this power.


Early in the play, Tom—who’s married to one of the sisters—speaks about his faith. Although Tom considers himself to be friends with Jesus, his image of God seems less friendly. He describes God as picking people up and moving them around in such a way that “we never know when we’re part of God’s plan.”


Hare’s character reflects one way of imagining God’s power. A power that binds people and results in their being little more than puppets.


When we think about God’s giving of the law, that same image of power may come to mind. We may think of the laws as something God does to us. God’s imposing burdens that weigh us down or obligations that control us.

Do you remember Judge Roy Moore? He’s the former chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court who fought to keep a monument of the Ten Commandments in his courthouse.

After losing his legal battle and being removed from his judicial post, Moore loaded the controversial monument in the back of a flatbed truck and drove it to numerous public events. Actually, Moore needed help in loading the monument, which weighs 5,280 pounds.

In an article in the Atlantic Monthly, Joshua Green writes that each time the truck returned to Alabama, “a 57-foot yellow I-beam crane that spans the ceiling of the Clark Memorials warehouse drops down to retrieve the Rock from its chariot, and even this one—a five-ton crane—buckles visibly under the weight.”


For Tom Long—who teaches preaching at Emory’s Candler School of Theology—that description serves as symbol of how many people today view the Ten Commandments.

He explains: “In the popular religious consciousness, the Ten Commandments have somehow become burdens, weights, and heavy obligations. For many, the commandments are encumbrances placed on personal behavior. Most people cannot name all ten, but they are persuaded that at the center of each one is a finger-wagging ‘thou shalt not.’ For others, the commandments are heavy yokes to be publicly placed on the necks of a rebellious society. For such an understanding of the Decalogue, a two-and-a-half-ton rock sitting on the bed of a truck is a perfect symbol.”

But, according to Long, understanding the Ten Commandments in that way overlooks something essential. These laws aren’t prefaced by an order: “Here are ten rules. Obey them!” Instead, they begin with an amazing announcement of freedom: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”


Jews traditionally consider this announcement as the first commandment—rather than simply as an introduction. The other commandments flow from it and reflect how humans are to respond to God’s goodness.

Long notes that while we’ll probably always refer to the declarations that follow this announcement as the “Ten Commandments,” we also can think of them as “descriptions of the life that prevails in the zone of God’s liberation. ‘Because the Lord is your God,’ the Decalogue affirms, ‘you are free not to need any other gods. You are free to rest on the seventh day; free from the tyranny of lifeless idols; free from murder, stealing, and covetousness as ways to establish yourself in the land.’

“The Decalogue begins with the good news of what the liberating God has done and then describes the shape of the freedom that results. If we want to symbolize the presence of the Ten Commandments among us, we would do well to hold a dance. The good news of the God who set people free is the music; the commandments are the dance steps of those who hear it playing. The commandments are not weights, but wings that enable our hearts to catch the wind of God’s Spirit and to soar.”

My friend and former colleague Bob Leventhal is one of those persons who lives his faith at a deep level. What strikes me is that Bob’s faith seems joyful and liberating rather than somber and heavy.

Recently I asked him what the giving of the law means for him as a Jew. He explained that in the giving of the law, God shows God’s love. “God makes us a nation and gives us a path. We speak of the yoke of the commandments, but there’s joy in being yoked.”

Bob added that among Jews there’s the belief that when it comes to the laws, “first we will do, and then we will understand. It’s in doing that we come to know and understand what God wants.”


Bob seems to echo the idea of there being a dance. Through the laws, God invites us to become partners in the dance of life. God lovingly leads us step by step, and we come to understand more and more as we freely follow God’s lead.

When Jack Casey, a volunteer fireman and ambulance crew member, was a child, he had to have some teeth extracted under general anesthesia. He was terrified, but a nurse standing nearby said, “Don’t worry. I’ll be here right beside you no matter what happens.” When young Jack woke up from the surgery, he discovered that the nurse had kept her word and was still standing beside him.

The experience of being cared for stayed with Jack. Nearly twenty years later his ambulance crew was called to the scene of an accident. When they arrived, they found a driver pinned upside down in his pickup truck.

Jack crawled inside the cab to try to get the driver out of the wreckage. Gasoline was dripping onto both men, and there was a serious danger of fire because power tools were being used to free the driver.

The driver kept crying out about how scared he was of dying. Recalling what the nurse had said to him so many years before, Jack kept saying, “Don’t worry. I’m right here with you. I’m not going anywhere.”

Later, after the truck driver had been safely rescued, he told Jack, “You were an idiot. You know that the thing could have exploded, and we’d have both been burned up.” Jack’s simple response was the he couldn’t leave him.

Jack was continuing the dance he began as a child. A nurse—who said, “I’ll be right here beside you”—taught him some steps. And following those steps led him to risk his life for a stranger because he’d come to understand that he couldn’t do anything less.

Tom Long contends that’s the way God’s laws work. “First comes the experience of being cared for, the experience of being set free, preserved in the form of a narrative. Then there follows the life shaped ethically around that profound story. . . . ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought you . . . out of the house of slavery’ prompts us to live lives shaped by the freedom created by that God.”

And perhaps that’s our call during this season of Lent and this time of our stewardship campaign. Perhaps God is calling us to become dancing partners. Such a call is radically different than God’s treating us as puppets.

In the divine dance, God provides steps to guide us. But if the dance is to flow freely, we need to enter it as willing partners. We need to practice the dance each day. To allow God’s grace to shape the rhythms of our lives. To trust the “one, two, three . . . one, two, three” God teaches us. To find both joy and challenge as we move across the dance floor. 


Dancing has become central to the life of the author Robert Fulghum. So central that he dances daily.


He has turned his seldom-used dining room into an often-used ballroom—an open space with a hardwood floor, stereo, and a disco ball. The CD-changer has six discs at the ready: waltz, swing, country, rock ‘n’ roll, salsa, and tango. 


Each morning when he walks through the house on his way to make coffee, he turns on the music, hits the “shuffle” button, and dances. He dances alone to whatever is playing as a form of a moving meditation.


Tango has become a recent enthusiasm for Fulghum. Since it’s a complex and difficult dance, he’s committed to three lessons a week, three nights out dancing, and a trip to Buenos Aires for three months of immersion in tango culture.


Fulghum recalls that the first time he went tango dancing he was too intimidated to get out on the floor. The fancy footwork confused him. “Don’t make a fool of yourself,” he thought. “Just watch.” 


Reading his mind, an older woman dropped out of the dance, sat down beside him, and said, “If you join the dancing, you will feel foolish. If you do not, you will also feel foolish. So, why not dance?”


Then she told Fulghum she had a secret for him. She whispered, “If you do not dance, we will know you are a fool. But if you dance, we will think well of you for trying.”


Her wise words freed Fulghum to take up the challenge of tango. 


A friend asked the author if his tango-mania wasn’t a little ambitious. “Tango? At your age? You must be out of your mind!” 


But Fulghum contends that it’s exactly the opposite. He writes: “It’s a deeply pondered decision. My passion for tango disguises a fearfulness. I fear the shrinking of life that goes with aging. I fear the boredom that comes with not learning and not taking chances. I fear the dying that goes on inside you when you leave the game of life to wait in the final checkout line. 


“I seek the sharp, scary pleasure that comes from beginning something new—that calls on all my resources and challenges my mind, my body, and my spirit, all at once. 


“My goal now is to dance all the dances as long as I can, and then to sit down contented after the last elegant tango some sweet night and pass on because there wasn’t another dance left in me.”


May we respond to God’s call to dance with the same passion and commitment. Amen.
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