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We could share a great deal today about the amazing scene at Pentecost that Tony read from Acts and Penny spoke about with the children. We could also talk about the way we are encouraged to praise God through the Psalms, which offer us tools to face our darkness and to cry for God's caring presence. I hope you will read these Psalms again at home and marvel at their timeless wisdom. 

Instead I want to focus on the reading from Amos that Sue and Anne presented so vividly. There in Amos, God astonishes the participants in a primitive praise band by saying: "Stop your noisy songs! I do not want to listen to the sound of your harps!" 

What lay behind this outburst from the Almighty? In Amos's time, for the community of faith, harmless hymns had become a substitute for action on matters of social justice. And God would not let that be. God wanted not just praise from the head, but commitment of body, mind and spirit. 

When the song of the church drifts into sentimentality, or deliberately avoids the hard issues of the day and the real issues in people's lives, God has every right to tell us to shut up! 

So how do we praise God from our heart, mind and spirit in our busy lives? On Tuesday, as I was thinking about today, I watched the blackbird cavorting in our bird bath. The bantam and chicks were also taking a dust bath nearby and there was a sense of joy and peace in the garden that made me praise God for that moment of pure happiness. We all know such moments. Do we stop and savour them, thank God or share them with others? I believe that in all moments of life, whether peaceful or fraught, God simply asks us to invite the Holy Spirit into that moment, to share our joy or sadness. 

This is what pleases our Creator. 

And if others are hurting we are asked to be there for them, sharing and caring. 

This too is what pleases our Creator. 

A life of praise is really just about building relationships that are evolving and deepening - with God and others - wherever we are. 

Here is a story from Iona that touches my heart. It addresses the question of how one man learned to truly praise God body, mind and spirit, and Jacky is going to share the telling by painting alongside me. 

It's called 'Mark - Wounded Healer'. 

It took a long time for Mark to find a church he could dance in. During hymns, through songs of praise even sermons - sometimes rocking and turning and spinning in his wheelchair. 'It disturbs the congregation" they'd told him. "Makes people uncomfortable in church." It took him a long time but finally he found a church who understood. 

"People are afraid, I guess", he told me. "Afraid of Joy". 

When Mark first began, he danced in tight circles in his wheelchair. God showed him that it meant that God's disabled people are afraid, timid. Not free. But then slowly, gradually, he wheeled and danced and the circles grew bigger. He dances for God, to express his gratitude and thankfulness about how he's finally chosen Joy, and wants others to choose Joy too. To dance! "Dance and help free the disabled!" God told Mark. 

Mark tells me how he spent 6 months in hospital with double pneumonia and pressure sores that cut to the bone. He cried whole days. Asked God why? Felt like Job. "When can I get up again?" he cried like David in the psalms and God said. "I'm not finished with you. You have inner healing to do. Then you can get up." 

Lying there, said Mark, there's not much to do but think. Think and talk to God. He was forced to really work through the pain of a broken relationship. His hurt. His drinking. Above and below all, his broken relationship with God. His anger at God for who God had made him, what God allowed him to suffer. 

Then - after 6 months - Mark resurrected, healed and whole and God said "Dance. Stop abusing yourself, stop punishing yourself and others. Stop sitting with words. Dance resurrection. Dance Joy. The Good News. Dance for all God's disabled people and for their liberation." Mark doesn't care what people think, he has to dance. It's his purpose, his mission. Lately he's been dancing figure eights. Flowing, spinning, gliding. He didn't know why, then it came to him that if you put a figure eight on its side, it's the sign of infinity. It's dancing infinity. 

I smile and we sit in silence. Mark says "I wish my mum was alive. The doctors told her when I was a child that I'd never walk. That I'd always need a wheelchair .. he smiles .. but they never said I"d never dance. Maybe she can see me. Dancing. I like to think of her like that." 

God has called each of us to be his, and our ability to respond to that call in worship and life is a gift of God's grace. For Mark it came only when he let God be God in his life and he danced his praise. 

Do we long for God to speak his words so strongly that we can't hear anything else? Do we accept who we are and thank God for life? 

I pray that God will become God again for each of us and that we, like the disciples at Pentecost and Mark, can get past our disabilities - and we all have the m - and dance our praise. 

Care to dance infinity? 

Space for reflection.
