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“Learning to Dance and Play Again” 

Text: Exodus 3:1-12 

 

A few years ago, I was asked to give a tour of our sanctuary to some children.  I tried to make the 

conversation both meaningful and inspirational.  I spoke with them about the definition of a 

sanctuary as a safe place.  A sanctuary, whether in a church building or otherwise, refers to a safe 

haven where people can find refuge.  Think of that place where you can be most comfortable, 

feel safest, know that you are surrounded by love.  That is a sanctuary for you. 

 

One of the things that makes this room a sanctuary is that it is a safe place to bring our truest 

selves.  Within this space, we can express our deepest sorrows and we can experience the 

greatest of joys.  We can bring our profound doubts and our most tender faith.  This is a place 

where we can express our fears and our hopes, those things that we would shout from the 

rooftops and those that we cannot find words to express.  God’s sanctuary is a place where we 

can bring all that it means to be human and know that it is safe to do so. 

 

After sharing these things I told these guests that God’s home was their home.  And that 

immediately opened up a flood of questions.  If this was a home, they wanted to know, could 

they sleep here?  From where I stand, I told them that they would not be the first to sleep in this 

place.  Can we eat here, they asked?  I told them about the simple meal, called communion, that 

we share each month.  Yes, I assured them we can eat here.  On and on they proceeded until 

finally all the questions were exhausted and they knew---yes, this is a safe place, this is a home 

for us all. 

 

This is a place that is unlike most places.  It is different.  There are certain ways that we 

distinguish this place to remind us that this is sacred space.  The stained glass windows, the 

reverence within the space, the placement of an altar, banners, symbols are all ways that we say 

this space is something different.   

 

In the Greek language they had more than one word for our word place.  First there was topos.  It 

is the word from which we derive the modern words like topological and topography.  In the 

Greek, topos was a generic word used to describe anyplace.  It is a space that is like anywhere 

else.  It could be here or there.  It could be any place.  There is nothing that sets it apart as 

different from any other place. 

 

The second word, however, is chora.  Such places carry their own energy and power.  These are 

the kind of places where we experience a life changing event.  If you are familiar with the Celtic 

idea of thin places, places where the veil between heaven and earth seems paper thin, that would 



be a chora place.  In most occasions, chora places appear to be very mundane, but they become 

places where our perspectives are turned upside down and we see life anew. 

 

In the story we heard this morning from the book of Exodus, Moses was venturing into the desert 

to feed his flock.  By all accounts this was a trip into the topos of the desert.  He was not 

expecting anything out of the ordinary.  He was not expecting any encounters with the Divine.  

But along the way, he saw a curious sight---a bush that was ablaze.  The image fascinated him 

and he walked closer to see it.  As he got closer a voice called out from the bush---the voice 

spoke his name, “Moses!  Moses!”  The voice commanded him to take off his sandals because he 

was standing on holy ground.  What appeared to be a very mundane desert place suddenly 

became much more.  Moses’ life was about to take a dramatic change. 

 

Chora places are places are locations where our lives are forever changed.  They are the kind of 

places that have a before and after quality.  Before the encounter at the burning bush, Moses was 

a contented shepherd.  After the burning bush, Moses was the leader of a community in search of 

the promised land.  From our own perspectives, such places are the kind of locations from which 

we experience a new beginning, a new birth, a radical transformation.  We are forever changed. 

 

Wendell Berry’s novel, “Hannah Coulter” tells the story of a very common place, the fictional 

town of Port William Kentucky.  The story is told through the eyes of Hannah who spends her 

whole life in that small town.  Like many young women of that day, Hannah experienced the 

unfortunate death of her husband in World War II.  She remained a war widow for several years. 

But then Nathan Coulter began to show up at her work.  The two had long conversations and a 

very quiet courtship.  One evening, Nathan invited her to see a farmhouse he has just purchased.  

The house was in disrepair and the farm needed a lot of work.  Nathan asked her if she will help 

him make it into a home.  It was a very sweet proposal.  Hannah accepted. 

The remainder of the novel describes their hard work on the farmhouse and the love they put into 

it.  They raised their children there.  They make wonderful memories there.  In a moving way, 

the author intertwines the land with the lives that are created on it.  The land becomes a part of 

them and they become a part of the land. 

When Nathan dies many years later, a local real estate agent comes calling wanting to know if 

Hannah is interested in selling the farm.  She fears that he will turn it into a subdivision with 

some name like Doe Creek or Maple Brook.  It would negate all their hard work.  When the 

agent asks her about her long-term plans, she tells him she has no intention of leaving the place.  

She intends to put it into a land trust so it can never be developed or to donate it to a wildlife 

preserve and being buried right there on the land.  With all the history and memories, the healing 

and the love, the land is holy to Hannah.  She cannot bear to see it desecrated.  While others 

might see it as just a piece of land, a common place, to her it has become so much more.   

When the biblical Greek uses the word chora to describe a place, it is a place filled with power.  

It is a place where lives are changed, sometimes in an instant and sometimes very slowly and 

carefully.  But they are holy places because they have the power to transform. 



I mentioned that the word topos is the word from which we get modern words like topology and 

topography.  But I didn’t tell you how the word chora developed.  Do you hear anything familiar 

in that word chora?  From that Greek word we get the word choreography.  Belden Lane puts it 

this way, “Chora places summon us to a common dance, to the choreography most appropriate 

for a life together.”  When we have come to these holy places, what we have learned is a new 

way to dance with one another and with God.  It is an invitation to move without fear of 

judgement, to let your body flow with the movement of the spirit and to not only dance in that 

place, but to continue that dance throughout your life. 

That word always reminds me of a family I came to know in my first parish.  They were not 

members of our church, but when word spread that their elementary school aged son had cancer, 

they were on every church’s prayer list.  Thanks to some of the members who knew the family, 

we were kept informed of the treatments and progress.  We all celebrated when word came back 

that David had completed his treatments and was found to be cancer free. 

Unfortunately, the celebration was short lived.  About a year later, the cancer returned.  David 

underwent the treatments once again.  He fought valiantly and was an inspiration to us all.  But 

unfortunately, he did not survive. 

David’s parents called to ask if I would conduct his funeral service.  I went to their home to visit 

with them and to talk about the service.  My first concern was their well being after the 

emotional rollercoaster they had just been on.  David’s parents were doing as well as anyone 

could under such circumstances.  They expressed concerns for their younger son, a boy with 

special needs.  David had been his protector and best friend and they worried about how he was 

doing.  They were hoping he would be able to attend the funeral, but they also worried about 

how he might do.  I tried to put them at ease, saying that I agreed that it would be important for 

him to be there, if he was able. 

We designed the funeral to be a celebration of David’s life, but also filled with child-friendly 

prayers and stories for David’s friends who were in attendance.  As the service progressed, I felt 

like we had put together a meaningful service.  The last event was a song that David had loved.  

So, following the sermon, the funeral director began to play the song.  The congregation sat 

quietly listening to the words and remembering the playful young boy. 

David’s brother quietly rose from his seat and walked to the open casket.  He looked inside and 

then stepped back.  There in front of everyone, he stretched out his arms, closed his eyes and 

began to sway.  He wasn’t worried about people watching him.  His swaying became twirling as 

he moved slowly in circles.  Amid the grief and sorrow, the younger brother was dancing.  He 

was moving with grace and beauty, dancing there before our eyes.  When the song concluded, he 

stopped and walked back to his chair, seated alongside his parents. 

Here we were worried about whether he would understand what was going on and how he would 

do during the funeral and he had actually given us all a gift.  He had reminded us of the verse 

from the psalms that promises that God will turn our mourning into dancing.  The little boy had 

taken that everyday place and made it holy.   



Moses met God at a burning bush, at a chora place and he learned a new dance filled with hope 

and promise.  Mary met Jesus on the way to the tomb.  Unexpectedly, he taught her a new dance 

filled with joy.  Saul was on the road to Damascus, a road of no particular distinction and yet 

along the way he encountered God and his life was forever changed.  He learned a new dance 

filled with the promise of a new beginning. 

A few years ago, Lee Ann Womack had a song that became a popular cross over song on the 

country and pop charts.  It had these lines: 

I hope you never fear the mountains in the distance, 

Never settle for the path of least resistance. 

Living might mean taking chances but they are worth taking. 

Loving might be a mistake but it’s worth making. 

Don’t let some hell-bent heart leave you bitter. 

When you come close to selling out, reconsider. 

Give the heavens more than just a passing glance, 

And when you get the chance to sit it out or dance, 

I hope you dance. 

 

Friends, you may be sitting in a pew like any pew in the world.  You may be sitting in a church 

like many churches.  But I want to assure you of something very important.  This is holy ground.  

this is a place where lives can be transformed.  This is a place where mourning can be turned into 

dancing, a place where we can find the inspiration to make a difference in the world, a place 

where God meets us, takes our hand and invites us to learn a new step.  May we accept that 

invitation.  I hope you dance. 


