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Foreword
 ♦


If you’re intrigued by the title of this book—(“My, a dance with God? How?”)—then you should read it. The dance is God’s idea— he’ll lead you.

If you’re bothered by the title of this book—(“Humph, a dance with God? Heresy!”)—then you should read it. The dance is God’s idea—he invites you.

If you’re intimidated by the title of this book—(“To dance with God? He’d never ask me.”)—then you should read it. The dance is God’s idea—he awaits you.

Most of us have never been too good at dancing. Most of us relate to the folks on the edge of the party envying the folks on the floor: “They look like they’re having so much fun, but me, oh, no, I couldn’t.”

And so we sip punch until time to go home. And we miss the waltz of our lives.

That’s why Jeff Waiting’s work is so welcome. Let me tantalize you with my favorite paragraph of the book.

And what is it like to dance with him?

Dancing with God is allowing him to take our breath away as he whirls us through the dark and light places that life leads us. It is relaxing into his embrace and trusting fully in his strong arms. It is releasing the power of the Spirit within us to give us joy beyond measure. It is reveling in the unexpected and celebrating the divine surprise that is each new day. It is rejoicing out loud at the grace and beauty God provides and ignoring the calls of the crowd to sit down and quit grinning.

But above all else, dancing with God is learning to let go.

What a delightful addition to our plodding faith are the words of Jeff Walling. This book is long overdue. Read it, and read it with delight. As you read, take note, you may sense your foot tapping to the music.

Max Lucado
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Max Lucado, for his inspiration, encouragement, and letting me call him friend.

Philis, my brave and supportive editor whose scalpel made this book better—and shorter.
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dance, dans—movement in rhythm, especially to music; to leap, skip, as from excitement; move nimbly. Any of the many kinds of dance steps.



Introduction
 ♦


Don’t you want to dance?

I do. I want to be swept away on a cloud of music and laughter. I want to experience the sheer bliss of waltzing and gliding across the room to the sound of an orchestra in full swing. And not just with anyone. No, I want to dance with the one who invented dancing. I want to dance with God.

And guess what? He wants to dance with me.

And he wants to dance with you too.

This book is designed to help you hear and accept God’s invitation. He’s been offering it to any who will listen ever since Jesus paid the ultimate price on a hill outside Jerusalem.

But understand this: the dance to which God invites you is not one of the physical realm—moving your body is a snap compared to getting your spirit’s movement in time with God’s tempo—no, the dance to which this book is dedicated is a dance of the heart, a dance of the soul. It’s a dance that will change your life.

What’s that you say? You’ve never considered dancing with God!

Maybe you’ve been persuaded that real Christians don’t dance, that walking with Christ means sacrificing passion. Maybe you’ve believed that fits of passionate praise or flights of spiritual bliss are fashionable only for new Christians or possibly for late-night prayer sessions at a revival.

Or perhaps guilt and duty have come like masked bandits and stolen your joy While you sing “Will It Do, Precious Lord?” these thieves whisper that it won’t. Armed with oughts and shoulds they drive many into quiet desperation. Who among us has not lain awake wondering, “If only I had done more …”? After all, how dare we spend a moment smiling and dancing while others are dying lost? “Be ye joyful always” ends up being retranslated as “Grin and bear it till Jesus comes.”

Or possibly you’re just plain scared. Exuberant expressions of praise and joy can rock a good, conservative Christian back on his heels. And abuses of our freedom in worship have convinced some believers that the Puritans were right: too much celebrating of God’s goodness turns the spiritual brain to mush. Every Hallelujah! is another step on the path to “sloppy agape” and “cheap grace.”

Those obstacles are familiar to me too. For a time they kept me from accepting his exciting invitation. Yet, late at night, in the quiet of my heart, I couldn’t stop wondering if there wasn’t something more—something fuller, richer, and deeper.

For a while I accepted my misery quietly and put aside any dreams of dancing with God as fantasy. Don’t pity me for this. You see, I had no idea how miserable I was. If you had asked about my burden, I would have responded like the country mule who, when asked by the city mule how he stood the weight of the huge pack on his back, replied, “What pack?” After all, few around me seemed to have any more joy than I. And the few who did were suspect. They obviously didn’t know that Christianity was serious business.

But praise God for good news: the fruit of the Spirit is still joy. And we can and should experience it every day. What a relief to know that we are not called to be miserable! If real joy is not vibrantly alive in your faith each day, it’s time you protest. If you have shared the feeling that there must be something more to your faith, take heart and read on.

But before you flip to the table of contents and look for a chapter called “How to Get Happy Fast,” understand that no quick-fix formula for happiness can ever bring the depths of spiritual joy that Paul describes as “peace that passes understanding.” Spiritual freedom and renewal can only come through the power of the Spirit. God must be given free reign in our hearts to relight the flame and rekindle our delight. Only he can transform a religious routine into a joyous ballet.

And he will only do it on his terms and at his tempo.

He demands that we open ourselves to the unexpected, the unpredictable, and even the unexplainable. The Bible is full of instances where God chose to work in outrageous and shocking ways: Walls fell down. Water stood up. Bread sprang from the ground. And the sun stood still.

And the days of his surprises are far from over.

So if you have grown accustomed to an orderly and predictable Christianity, I understand that turning the God of all creation loose within you can be an unsettling concept. But trust him. As Jesus said, he will not give you a snake if you ask for a fish.

Whether the well of your soul has been dry for a long time or you just want a little more passion in your piety and spring in your step, renewal and refreshment are available if you will take time to seek them. I pray that the simple biblical principles and steps you’ll find in this book will help you venture out onto the dance floor and into his arms.

I have divided this book into three sections. The first shares the five basic steps of celestial dancing. This may be especially helpful to those who feel they’ve never experienced the depth of God’s presence. Section two prescribes cures for five spiritual diseases that can steal your joy and hinder your dance. Those who’ve been sidelined by guilt, tradition, pride, or fatigue will find healing there. The final section addresses dances for the most difficult times in our lives—those times when dancing with God seems virtually impossible. In short, the goal of this book is to open your eyes to the daring possibilities and the wonder of dancing with God. Take it as a gentle nudge, urging you onto the floor, encouraging you to take those first awkward steps. Soon you’ll be swirling and twirling to the various rhythms of life in the security of his arms.

So go ahead. Step into his embrace. He doesn’t want us to be miserable. He just wants to dance … with you!



♦ SECTION ONE
An Invitation to the DANCE
5 Steps Every Dancer Should Know





“When in doubt, read the directions.”

My brother-in-law, Sam, hates reading directions. The first thing he does after opening a Christmas present is to throw the instructions in the fireplace. “If it’s too complex for me to figure out, I don’t want to mess with it.” While I admire his spirit, his aversion to reading about how part A fits into part B has cost him: there are more than a few gizmos lying around his house that still don’t work.

Now, I understand that reading directions isn’t normally much fun, but I think you’ll enjoy the five steps you’ll find in the following pages—for they are designed to lead you to unspeakable joy. You’ll smile as you see how hard it is to let go and how important it is to know what to hold on to. You’ll learn to follow God’s tempo and trust his lead. And perhaps most important, you’ll discover the power to celebrate, as you learn to see the invisible dance hall through which God guides you.

Yet no plan for personal change can be based on five easy steps or on grit and gumption alone. Christians often get treated like flesh-and-blood robots whose programming is corrected by simply introducing new data. “The Bible says rejoice, so do it!” If that were true, we could all change our lives by just knowing the right facts—“Don’t diet, just read a diet book!” But dancing with God is an experience, not a theory. It is a lifestyle, not an event. Even the steps you’ll find outlined here can’t replace getting out there and trying it.

So, welcome to dance class. If you’ll read the instructions and trust the Great Instructor, wondrous things lie ahead. Let’s get to them.

♦ Psalm 30:11 NKJV

You have turned … my mourning into dancing. You have put off my sackcloth and clothed me with joy.




ONE
Giving up Yesterday’s Baggage


STEP ONE: Letting Go


I could not dance.

Well, that’s really not true: I could dance, but I wasn’t allowed to.

A prohibition against dancing was one of the many house rules that came with being raised in a preacher’s family—not all preachers, mind you, but certainly the one I lived with.

My father, God rest his soul, had been a minister of the Gospel for longer than I could remember. My siblings and I were raised going to church every Sunday and Wednesday. I was probably the only kid in second grade with a three-piece suit and tie to match. Each Lord’s Day, after we dressed, Mom would spread liberal doses of V05 into my hair to give it that slick wave she thought so handsome. Then out the door to church we would go: my dad in his starched white shirt, my mom in her blue church dress, and my sister and I looking like perfect children—we were the Hallmark card family!

But conflict arose. My third-grade class was studying folk music, and as part of the curriculum on Wednesdays, we were to learn how to square-dance. It seemed innocent enough. Not ever having discussed this particular bit of American culture with my folks, I was unaware that it was on the “Momma-don’t-allownone-of-that-on-this-train” list. After dividing us into foursomes, the teacher would put on this recording of a hillbilly fiddler and try to get thirty eight-year-olds to follow directions. It was quite a sight. The worst part, of course, was the occasional order to “swing your partner!” This necessitated hand holding with the opposite sex, which was way out of the comfort zone of most third-grade boys. However, we giggled and struggled through it, trying to look as nonplused as possible. In truth, it was a lot of fun, especially when compared to a spelling test or multiplication table drill. The music and the rhythm, combined with the fun of just goofing around, made the whole thing quite pleasant.

But as you may imagine, that was not my mother’s reaction. Again, not knowing any better, when Mom asked, “What did you enjoy at school today?” I put learning-to-square-dance at the top of the list. Her face quickly told me it would have been far better to have omitted that little bit of info. But it was too late. After grilling me for every detail, she informed me that she would have to talk with Dad about this. I knew what that meant.

At this point I must stress something: my mom and dad were great parents. They loved me and the Lord deeply and openly. They taught me about Jesus and deserve the lion’s share of the credit for any good thing I have accomplished. However, there were a few areas in which their opinions were fixed. Dancing was one of them.

When my father learned of my transgression, he decided that it really had not been my fault. After all, I had not known better. I had not thought about the example I was setting. I had surely not considered the lust that such activities might incite. Now mind you, my parents did not try to discuss all this with me at the time. If they had, they might have discovered that at my age, when touching a girl, lust was considerably less a concern than cooties. But now that I knew better, the rule was clear: There would be no more dancing at school. The real problem was how to communicate this edict to my teacher. The wording of the note in a way that wouldn’t cause undue embarrassment took some time. After several failed suggestions like, “We could just say he’s very uncoordinated,” they decided to be brief and to the point:

[image: Image]

Armed with this little notice, I marched off to school the next day. Handing it to my teacher, I braced myself for her response. But all I got was a smile and “Oh … well, that’s fine.” I can only imagine what was said behind the teachers’-lounge door later that day. But Mrs. Miller never mentioned it again till the following Wednesday. When square-dance time rolled around, I was ready for mass embarrassment and was already practicing a limp to give myself a more socially acceptable alibi. But Mrs. Miller had her own plan. While the desks were being cleared away, she came up to me quietly and said, “Jeff, would you please operate the record player for me.” A stroke of brilliance! I became the musical director for the class, putting the needle on and off at Mrs. Miller’s command. Now that was good thinking.

As I settled into my new job, the sting of not being able to dance began to wear off. I would tap my foot and pretend to play the fiddle, while the rest of the kids stumbled through their all-a-man lefts  and do-si-dos. At home that day, I explained to my folks Mrs. Miller’s brilliant idea. Thankfully, the theological ramifications of aiding and abetting sin were not raised, and my parents accepted this compromise as a reasonable way out.

So there I sat, week after week, watching everyone else dance and beginning to build what would become a deeply held conviction: real Christians don’t dance.

Or smoke. Or drink. Or goof off. Or laugh in church … Go on, you finish the list.

You can thus imagine my surprise when years later, I read this account:

When those who were carrying the ark of the Lord had taken six steps, he sacrificed a bull and a fattened calf David, wearing a linen ephod, danced before the Lord with all his might. (2 Samuel 6:13-14)

There it was in big, bold black-and-white. One of the greatest men of all time—dancing! And not just dancing, but daring to dance “before the Lord.” And as if that weren’t enough, my jaw dropped even further when I spotted an interesting fact in the parable of the prodigal son. You remember the story of the wayward son who squandered his inheritance only to discover that there was “no place like home.” But you may not have noticed what was going on at the party thrown in honor of his return: “Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing” (Luke 15:25).

Now I’ve got to ask: “Who was in that house dancing?”

In a few verses we find out that it was none other than the prodigal’s father. “My son,” the father explained to the older brother, “we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again”(Luke 15:31-32).

In the standard interpretation of this parable, the sons represent mankind and the father represents God himself. And if that’s true … guess what? God is inviting us to come and dance with him!

Now there’s a partner to line up for.

Just imagine! God invites us into intimacy with himself; he calls us into the celebration of all that’s good and glorious. And he asks not that we stay at arm’s length; rather he pulls us in tight, taking us for the dance of a lifetime.

And what is it like to dance with God?

Dancing with God is allowing him to take our breath away as he whirls us through the dark and light places that life leads us. It is relaxing into his embrace and trusting fully in his strong arms. It is releasing the power of the Spirit within us to give us joy beyond measure. It is reveling in the unexpected and celebrating the divine surprise that is each new day. It is rejoicing out loud at the grace and beauty God provides and ignoring the calls of the crowd to sit down and quit grinning.



♦

God wants to pull us in tight, taking us for the dance of a lifetime.

♦



But above all else, dancing with God is learning to let go.

We all discover early in life the importance of having something to hold on to—whether it is our mother’s skirt or the handlebars of a Harley-Davidson. And when we hear, “Hold on tight!” our nerve endings begin to twitch. And my, can we hold on! We cling to control and security for all we’re worth. We clutch power and property till our knuckles turn white. When danger threatens, we grab a gun or a girl or a glass of something strong and hang on till the storm passes. Hence, you can see the problem that arises when God invites us to dance with him. He holds out his hand and waits. The very act of taking his hand demands that we learn to let go of everything else. And three things in particular must be released before the dancing can begin.

♦ Letting Go of Fear

Experience is a stern but effective teacher. She has taught us well that you best keep one foot on the shore at all times. There are dragons out there—unexpected tragedies that can pop the balloon of a happy existence with the screech of a tire or the bang of a judge’s gavel. “You can’t go dancing off into tomorrow without a safety net and some good insurance,” she chides. It’s just not prudent.

Yet there God stands with his hand outstretched. He is calling us onto the dance floor with nothing more than a promise: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me” (John 14:1).

Jesus makes it clear that we can choose whether or not to have troubled hearts. Worry and fear may feel involuntary, like the scream that erupts when the movie villain leaps from the shadows, but it is within our power to let go of our fear and take hold of the hand of God. “Do not worry” was the Savior’s command to the disciples. There is no benefit found in it, unless gray hairs and sleepless nights are to be treasured. And while the positive health effects of not worrying are often discussed, the greatest motivator should be this: you cannot dance with God and cling to your fears. You can’t enjoy the roller coaster if you’re wondering whether the bolts will hold.

But there are those determined to try, poor souls who creep onto the dance floor and wince as they accept the divine invitation. For a time they may keep step with the Spirit, but soon their uneasiness overtakes them. They’re the ones in church who look more like they are on their way to the dentist than to heaven. If you’ve tried dancing like this, you know why they wear those pained expressions: it’s awfully uncomfortable to dance while looking over your shoulder.

But letting go of fear isn’t a snap. Fear is a lot like gum: it sticks to your fingers. It can even be comforting in a perverse sort of way. There is a certain kind of pleasure found in sitting around and commiserating about one’s deepest fears.

And where shall I put this fear if I do let go of it? The apostle Peter encourages us to put it in the only place that’s fit—the Father’s hand. “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:6-7).

I have heard some use this verse to describe laying our burdens down at the throne of God. I’ve tried this, but I run into difficulties. You see, when I lay my burden at his feet, I have a strong tendency to want to explain it. I mean, he might not understand the depth of fear and frustration that this burden has given me. Soon, I have so vividly described the burden that I find I cannot leave it there. I just can’t let go of it. So, I walk back out of the throne room still clutching my fear. That’s why the word cast carries special importance for me.

The term is often used to describe hoisting a burden onto the back of an animal. Yet it also carries with it the notion of throwing, as casting a stone. When I come before the Lord, he doesn’t simply bid me to lay my troubles down, he instructs me to throw them. That way, they are out of my hands for sure. Sometimes, the only thing that works is to just run into his presence, chuck my fears toward his throne, and dash back out before I change my mind.

And you know what? Not only is he a great dancer, but he can catch too!



♦ Letting Go of the Reins



The old cliché confirms that you can lead a horse to water … but that’s a lot more than can be said for many of us humans. Though great leaders are highly praised and strong leadership is sought for country and community alike, there is an inherent problem with leading: it requires that someone follow. Maybe that’s why Jesus selected his disciples with such simple instructions— “Follow me.” If they would not submit to being followers, they would never be able to dance with God. Call it an eccentricity if you like, but God loves to lead.

This is no new requirement for God’s followers. When Abram was summoned to leave all that he knew and trusted to become the father of the faithful, God didn’t negotiate the route. Abram wasn’t given a compass or map to guide him. He was asked to follow God’s lead, and he gladly handed God the reins. As the Hebrew writer put it, “By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going” (Hebrews 11:8).

“… even though he did not know where he was going.” I love those words! They are so unashamedly honest. No pretense there. Think of it: Abram packed all his belongings and bade a tearful good-bye to his family. He hugged his brothers, Nahor and Haran, and kissed the hand of his father, Terah. At last he saddled up his donkey and set off for … where? Which way would he ride? We are told that he left without the slightest idea of where he was going. Yet he didn’t seem too worried over how many pairs of underwear to take. He was just going to follow God. I don’t know many of us who could have handled that one. After all, what would you tell the neighbors when they asked, “So, where you moving to?” Wouldn’t you feel pretty foolish saying, “I haven’t got the faintest idea!”



♦

Abram didn’t seem too worried over how many pairs of underwear to take. He was just going to follow God.

♦



Yet that’s when the dancing starts. The moment we truly abdicate the throne of our life and give God the control is the moment of discovery. It is then that we feel the joy and release found in not being in charge any more. We experience the peace and relaxation that come from having someone else at the wheel. I know this feeling best from countless drives to the airport. I’m not one of those, you understand, who believes the travel agent’s motto, “Always be there an hour before the flight.” If I had been at the airport an hour before every flight I’ve taken, I would have spent half my life at LAX. So instead, I give my secretary ulcers by racing out the door at the last possible moment. And believe me, I know what the last possible moment is. I’ve timed the drive from my office to the airport down to the second. I can leave the driveway fifty-seven minutes and twenty-eight seconds before a flight and still make it without a problem … most of the time.

Okay. Every now and then, something comes up—a traffic jam on the 5 freeway or an accident on the 405. And then I have to go into hyperdrive. My senses go on double alert as I watch for any break in the flow. I squeeze into the smallest niche in the traffic. I gauge the time that might be saved by taking side streets or crosstown freeways, and I dart down the off-ramp at the last second. Every minute feels like an eternity, and when I finally get to the airport, it’s down to a foot race. A glance at my watch tells me that if I can get to gate 16 in 185 seconds, I can still catch the flight. It’s doable … maybe.

I grab my overnight bag and sprint. Within the first hundred yards, my heart is racing, my chest is burning, and I’m kicking myself for bringing my laptop and my reading books! As I round the corner and dash through the metal detectors, I can see the gate in the distance. If it’s really tight, I’ll throw all modesty to the wind and start shouting, “Hold that flight; I’m coming!” By the time I get to the gate, my face is covered in sweat, and my arms and legs feel like lead. They rush me, breathless, down the ramp and close the plane door behind me. I collapse into the first available seat and … relax!

Foolish, isn’t it? I’m about to be hurtling through the air at two hundred miles an hour in what amounts to an oversized Campbell’s soup can, and I’m relaxing? Of course I am. And you know why: I’m not in charge anymore. While I was rocketing down the freeway, it was all up to me. Every decision lay in my lap. But now, it’s all out of my hands. I’m not the pilot. I’m not going to worry about head winds or radar settings. I’m going to lean my seat back and let someone else worry. As President Truman is reported to have prayed each night, “Here’s the country, Lord. I’m going to bed now. I’ll pick it back up from you in the morning.”

Only when you let go of the reins are you ready to dance. For with the freedom that releasing control brings, come the energy and drive to dance in celebration with the one to whom you’ve resigned the wheel. Just one more release remains.



♦ Letting Go of Guilt



Feeling guilty and dancing are mutually exclusive activities: you really can’t enjoy them both at the same time. Dancing is joyous by nature. Oh, yes, there may be funeral dances done by natives on remote islands, but in the main, dancing is intertwined with celebration and exultation. Guilt, on the other hand, is depressing by nature. It is born of the knowledge of mistakes that were made and better choices that were missed. Thus, letting go of guilt must precede any attempt to join in the divine dance.

While letting go of guilt may sound much less unpleasant than letting go of the reins, an astonishing number of Christians find this the most difficult release of all. The difficulty may be rooted in our understanding of Christ’s work.

During Jesus’ life on earth, the only folks he seemed to have no time for were the self-righteous who thought they needed no savior. Seeing this, thoughtful Christians through the ages have agreed that avoiding self-righteousness is primary.

From ashes on the forehead to sackcloth on the body, believers have sought ways to keep their guilt before their eyes. Lamentably, these constant reminders of our need for God can easily mutate into an unhealthy focus on our own guilt. Hymn lyrics like “for such a worm as I” illustrate the depths to which we sink when highlighting our unworthiness.
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