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"Then Miriam, the prophetess, the sister ofAaron, took a timbrel in her hand; and
all the women went out after her with timbrels and dancing. And Miriam sang to them:
'Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider he has
thrown into the sea."' (Exodus 15:20,21)

The serious, white, Western reporter commented, ''Here in South Africa, funerals of
slain black South Africans begin as religious services but are quickly transformed into
something like political demonstrations." Behind him jumped, danced, shouted and sang
scores of black women. They had come to a funeral. A funeral which had begun with
weeping and lamentation had erupted into people dancing and singing of liberation.
Somehow, religion and politics, grief and joy had gotten all mixed up in the swirling
rhythms of these dancing women in a way which an NBC reporter could understand. Who are
these women, and why do they dance and sing?
We need not be taught how to grieve. Grief comes quite naturally. Say farewell to
someone you love, lose hope, face death (and don't we all?)-- you'll grieve. A popular
book was called Good Grief. It's good for us to grieve, to let it out, to cry, to wail,
shake our fists in rage. Go ahead and cry. Grief is natural, expected normal. Go
ahead and grieve. It is therapeutic. You'll feel better afterwards.
But not much better. Because grief, once vented, only awaits more grief, life being
what it is, death being what it is -- namely, omnipresent. Our grieving, at its
therapeutic best, is unlike that of the dancing South African women. Our grief is the
last, anguished outcry, the brief, protesting whimper of people who are learning to
resign themselves to the facts of life and death. Our grief is rage on our way to
accepting things as they are. This is the way the world works. It all must end.
Therefore it seems a little childish, a bit immature and dumb to go on too much over
death. After all, this the way the world is. ''In my beginning is my end," says the
poet. As Augustine once told his congregation, our lives are similar to when a
physician, looking at a dying person, shakes his head and says, "He's dying. He won't
make it out of this alive." So, on the day of my birth, someone could look at me
sleeping in my crib, shake the head and say sadly, "He won't get out of this alive."
After Good Friday, the disciples showed what sensible, mature people they were. They
grieved, but they didn't go on and on. By Sunday, they were beginning to feel much
better which means that they had begun to relent to things as they are. It was a good

campaign while it lasted, though we failed to get him elected Messiah. What can anybody
do about Caesar?
"I'm going fishing," one of them said. Keep busy, then it won't hurt so much. Back
to business as usual. Thank goodness for the anesthetizing effect of the routine.
Grief is the natural, predictable, psychic mechanism by which we humans adapt to the
status quo, the facts as they are. Therefore our world values people who learn to march
about those who dance.
Today's text comes from Exodus. We have followed the Hebrew slaves, through the ten
plagues and Pharoah's stubborn refusal to let God's people go, through the terrible awefilled night when there was weeping in the homes of the Egyptians, and the excited,
hasty exodus from the homes of the Hebrews.
Pharoah, who in his own unbalanced, crazed grief over the death of his own child?
(showed no grief at killing the children of the Hebrews), told Moses and his people,
"Get out of here and don't stop until you are someplace other than Egypt." Eventually,
Pharoah got hold of himself. "I must have been crazy," he said, "to let those Hebrews
go. It will wreck the economy. These things ought to be done gradually."
"You were upset," said Pharoah's Cabinet member. "Your grief almost got the best of
you. Put yourself together and act like a real leader."
So Pharoah sent his chariots, horses, and soldiers to bring the Hebrews back. What
did those Hebrews think when they looked over their shoulders and saw the cloud of dust
kicked up by the hosts of Egypt, mightiest army in the world, on their heels in hot
pursuit?
So this is how it shall end, for us, they thought. Standing out here on the very
edge of freedom, almost there but not quite, slaughtered by a power greater than our
own. If you wanted to weep, weep now, Israel.
God, as it turned out, had other things in mind. When the roaring of the Red Sea had
ceased, and the devouring and liberating waters were again calm, and the slaves stood
for the first time on dry, free ground, then you could hear music. Music? It is odd,
old, primitive music, possibly the oldest fragment in the whole Bible this song of
Miriam. It's a song growing louder and more compelling, a strange rhythm of liberated
tambourines. There, out on the edge of the mighty empire, at the edge, where we would
not have gone had we not been pushed and called, we find sister Miriam with many sisters
dancing. They slap their tambourines and swirl with abandonment. "When I think about
how I almost didn'~ get over," sings the Spiritual.
How they dance, these slave women whose bodies ought to be exhausted and bent from
too much work and too much bowing before the tyrant. The tambourines have brought them
to their feet and, tired as they are, they cannot be still. They do not tire because
they have within them the most energizing force in the world -- hope. They have given
death the slip. Listen t~ Miriam's song and you will hear praised the name of a God
stronger than Pharoah.
"Sing to the Lord, Yahweh, for he has triumphed gloriously, the horses and the rider
he has thrown into the sea."
If we had a tambourine, we wouldn't use it. We are modern and therefore cynical
about such primitive outburst. Tambourines are simple primitive instruments to our
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sophisticated well-trained ears. We don't believe in miracles, silly miracles, because
we believe not in God but in Pharoah. In a couple of weeks, how much of your dollar
will go to pay for his horses and riders? The empire, its corporations and its
bureaucrats may treat us as slaves, but at least we know its boundaries and, with a
little grief, a tranquilizer or two, we can adjust. We are not undereducated,
primitive, uncontrolled people. We can adjust
Yet in our modern, Western cynicism, there is something, something deep within us
which responds to the haunting rhythms of Miriam's tambourine. We watch the women
·dancing, those who have had so little to sing and dance about, and even our cynical toes
began to tap to the beat, the throbbing beat of Miriam and her sisters. As Walter
Brueggman says of Miriam's song, " .. .it is primitive, it is transformative."
Be careful about tapping your toes to such a beat, you might join her dance of
freedom. The tambourine disrupts, makes people dance, turns funerals into victory
rallies, creates a critical space between us and the deadly status quo. When there are
no tambourines we don't dance, we fall into line, march in step, attend meetings. The
image most acceptable in our world is not a woman with a tambourine but a woman with a
briefcase, in gray tweed suit and sensible shoes. Or else we take away Miriam's
tambourine and give her an M-16. It's called equal access. The Empire corrupts even
liberation.
Watch Miriam and her sister slap the tambourines and make them sing. Watch their
feet kick up the dust, watch them rise and break free of earth. "Soar we now, where
Christ has led," you just sang of Risen Jesus, Lord of the Dance. Can you believe it?
Don't ask yet about belief or disbelief. For now, just -listen to the tambourine.
Let its beat minister to your cynicism. Come away with us and stand on the edge,
particularly on this day. I know, even as I preach, that many of you have come here
mainly for the music. You don't want to think about resurrection, God's victory, you
want to feel it, be part of it. So the hymn, the trumpets, the thundering timpani tend
to be much more to the point than any argument I can make.
Sister Miriam says, you are absolutely right. There is some truth -- like the truth
which erupts on Easter -- too wild and unbounded, unexpected and unexplainable, to be
contained in prose and logic. You've got to sing, dance it, to know it.
Last Easter, a woman said to me, on the way out after the service ''I've always
thought about the resurrection. Now, rve seen it." She was dancing as she left, as if
a weight had been removed and she was unbound, free to move to a new beat. She's back
this year, this time with a tambourine in her purse, just about to die to dance.
Death, defeat, disappointment, disillusionment. .. how are they transformed into dance?
By the surprises of a living God who won't let Pharoah have the last word, who
recognizes the boundaries of noempire, even that one ruled by death. This God parted
the Red Sea waters and rolled away the stone from the tomb, and those who gather to tell
of his works do best through song and dance. Women, who never had anything to sing
about, went wild with tambourines at the Exodus. A young woman named Mary sang at the
good news· a Son, "My soul magnifies the Lord, my Spirit rejoices at God by
salvation.") And it was two women who, came out to His tomb with spices to dress his
decaying body, that the angel said, "Fear not. He is not here. He is risen. Go,
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tell." And they danced all the way back to the despairing disciples. As Paul says, "We
do not grieve as those who have no hope." In the depth of the Depression in the 1920's,
the brilliant and cynical H. L. Menken was visiting in a black church on the southside
of Chicago. He was, like many who enter the worship of such a church for the first
time, deeply moved by the singing. Menken was invited by the preacher to say a few
words. "I'd like to know," he said, said, "how on earth, with all the troubles you
have, you've got anything about which to sing." Back toward the rear of the church, a
woman shouted, "Mister, we've still got Jesus." And to Menken's befuddlement, the place
erupted in singing and praise.
I think we know that woman.
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