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I love Harrison Ford movies.  He’s a guy’s guy, and ladies like him too.  He is my kind of hero: charisma, charm, and good looks.  He’s always tough, but he’s always honest and stands up for what is right.  While the best movie of all-time has to be Raiders of the Lost Ark, not far behind would be Clear and Present Danger.  Remember that one? I watched it again this past week.  

Harrison Ford plays Jack Ryan, a CIA agent sent by the President to go up against some drug lords from Columbia.  Ryan is a person of tremendous character, always wanting to abide by the law and do what is right in nailing the bad guys.  His partner, on the other hand, has a different idea and he sets up a covert operation against the drug lords, and Ryan knows nothing about it.  When he does find out, it’s late in the game and lots of bombs have been dropped, many folks have been killed, and Jack Ryan is ticked off. 

So he pays a visit to see the President in the Oval Office.  This is really the climax of the movie, as Ryan confronts the President about his role in the scandal.  The President denies it, but then Ryan says he is going to have to take the matter before the Senate Ethics Committee and speak the truth.  The President suddenly gets a little nervous and says, “You’re not going to do that, Jack.  You’ve got yourself a chip in the big game now.  You’re going to tuck that away.  You’re going to save that for a time when your own life in on the line.  Then you’re going to pull it out and I am going to cash it in for you.”

Let’s watch it now from there.  (Watch clip) (“You know as well as I do,” The President says, “the country can’t afford another deception that goes all the way to the top.  You’ll take the blame, and you will be punished, but it won’t amount to much.  It’s Washington’s favorite dance—the old Potomac Two-Step.”  Ryan looks into the President’s eyes and says, “I’m sorry, Mr. President, I don’t dance.”)  

I love that line.  Don’t you?  “I’m sorry, Mr. President, I don’t dance.”  Or to speak a little more precisely, “I don’t do your dance; that is, the Potomac two-step.”  You tell him, Jack!  He’s not going to play that game of deception and self-absorption.   As the movie wraps up and the credits roll, we’re not sure what happens.  Perhaps Jack Ryan was disgraced and discredited with the Senate siding with the President, and not Jack.  I really don’t think it would have mattered to Jack Ryan.  He wasn’t interested in being a hero.  He just wanted to stand up for what was right and be a servant of the truth.  

I think this movie and this clip really help set the mood for Daniel, who tells a similar story in his book about three Hebrew officials, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego (Comparison between movie clip and Bible story borrowed from Barbara Brown Taylor).  Those were the names given to these men by King Nebuchadnezzar.  Their real names were (anybody know them?) Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah.  Does anyone know their Veggie Tale names? Rack, Shack, and Benny.  The Bible tells us they were “young men without physical defect and handsome, versed in every branch of wisdom, endowed with knowledge and insight…” (Daniel 1:4).  

When Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians ransacked Jerusalem in 587 BC, they took with them back to Babylon, which is modern-day Iraq, all the leading Jewish citizens, the best and brightest, the hardest working and the strongest.  And these three young men, probably teenagers, along with Daniel, the king brought to the royal palace to serve in his court.  The king could sense that they were hard workers with brilliant minds, people of great integrity.

But Nebuchadnezzar should have known what he was in for with these three along with Daniel.  When they got to the king’s dinner table, they said, “King, we would love to eat this wonderful food, but it’s not kosher.”  They knew from the teachings of Leviticus that non-kosher food, that is, food that wasn’t prepared according to Jewish dietary laws, was a no-no.  Even though their homeland was destroyed and the Hebrew people scattered, they wanted to remain loyal to their people’s ways.  
So the king allowed for a special vegetarian diet be provided specially for these Jewish princes.  For three years, they grew strong on that diet, and became even wiser, and learned the local customs and language.  Soon, in fact, the king made Daniel the governor of Babylon, and he appointed Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego as lieutenant governors.  Life was good for these young Hebrews who served well on the king’s court.

However, it wasn’t long before the king decided to do something rather foolish.  He had his workers construct a huge idol plated with gold on the plain of Dura.  It was 60 by 6 cubits, or 90 feet tall and nine feet wide, uncommonly tall and skinny.  It was to be a golden god, to symbolize all the gods of Babylon.  

When it was finally completed, Nebuchadnezzar decided to throw a gala reception and invited the best musicians in the land.  He then gave his instruction:  “When the band plays, have all the people bow down to the golden god.  If anyone doesn’t, let’s throw them into the furnace of blazing fire.”

With thousands of people, both dignitaries and commoners, from all over the kingdom gathered, the celebration was on.  The king’s official gave the nod and the band began to play.  Immediately, all the people fell prostrate, bowing before the golden god.  They knew the king meant business. Death by fire was a common enough punishment in those days.  So all bowed—all, that is, except for three, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, who stood there like stately oak trees among a sea of folks all bent over, face down in the dirt.  The three meant no disrespect to the king, but they weren’t going to worship an idol anymore than they could eat the king’s food.  They served a higher authority.

Word got back to the king about their act of civil disobedience.  The king was enraged, and so he had the three brought to his “oval office.” He said, “Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, you have served me and the kingdom well.  You’ve obeyed our laws.  But if you don’t do so now and bow before the golden god, I have no choice but to put you in the furnace of burning fire.”

Together, without hesitating, the Bible says, the three princes responded, “Sorry, we don’t dance.  We worship only one God.  We bow to no other.  You cannot replace our God.  Our allegiance is with Yahweh alone.”  Wow.

As the story continues, Nebuchadnezzar was so mad, his face purple with anger, that he had the furnace turned up seven times the original temperature.  He told his soldiers, “Seize those men.”  They did, and immediately, the three Jews were thrown into the furnace.  It was so hot that the soldiers who had thrown them in were singed by the intense heat and they themselves died on the spot.  I mean, that furnace was hot!

The king then looked into the furnace to watch the three men burn, but he was stunned by what he saw.  “Didn’t we throw three men into this fire?” he asked.  “Yes,” said the court official.  “Well I now see one, two, three, and even four.  They are walking around in the fire unharmed, and the fourth appears to be the son of God.”

After witnessing such a miracle, the king called the whole thing off.  His helpers opened the door to the furnace, and out walked Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.  They were alive.  They weren’t even injured.  They didn’t even smell like smoke.  They came out smelling like roses.   The king then gave them all promotions and a rousing endorsement for the God they worshiped. 
As story endings go, you can’t get any better than this one.  All is well in Babylon!  At first glance, I suppose one could conclude that the point of the story is this: obey God, and God will rescue you.  That is precisely what happened, but I don’t think that was point.  The deeper lesson I discover here is, worship God no matter what.
Listen again to what the three men said to the king when given a second chance to live:  “Your Majesty, we don’t need to defend ourselves.  The God we worship can save us from you and your flaming furnace.  But even if he doesn’t, we still won’t worship your gods and the gold statue you have set up.”

As far as I am concerned, the highlight of the story the dazzling pyrotechnics and an amazing miracle of three men walking unharmed on fire.  To me, the highlight was when these men spoke those words.  “We don’t know what God’s going to do, but we do know we ain’t bowing down to any other god.  We don’t know if we will survive this, but we will obey our God no matter what.”

What a wonderful lesson on the meaning of discipleship!  It shows us that real faith comes when we discover that to gain our life, we must be willing to lose it. Real faith is not about getting a bunch of goodies—it’s not God granting us privilege because we believe—but real faith stands strong regardless of circumstances.   Real faith shows us just how easy it can be getting killed when we say, “Sorry, I don’t dance” to the Nebuchadnezzars of our world and to the golden gods in our midst.

What are those gods we are so tempted to bow down to?  Even as people of faith, every one of us is tempted to bow down and dance with other gods.  Some of these gods are 90 feet high and nine feet wide, but in today’s world, most are things you just can’t get your hands on, and maybe their allure is a little more subtle.  There is the god of popularity, of wanting so deeply to be liked by many even to the point of compromising our core convictions.  There is the god of materialism, where our lives revolve solely around chasing the American dream of bigger and better and faster and more, more, more.  There is the god of one’s political ideology, where folks can get so hardened in their position that they lose all perspective. There is the god of me, where “I” become the center of the universe, and all life is is the pursuit of satisfying every perceived need and desire of self.  

So many little gods clamor for our allegiance.   The temptation so easily becomes, can’t we have it both ways?  Can’t we worship God, the bid G, and give a little salute to these other gods, little Gs, as well?  Hey, these other gods are more tangible.  They’re more immediate.  They’re easier.  C’mon, what’s wrong with bowing down to a harmless statue when not doing so might lead to a fiery furnace?”  
The lesson from Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego is: obey God no matter what.  You can’t walk down two roads at the same time.  Worship God alone.  This story sums up for us so well the first two of the Ten Commandments, “You shall have no other gods before me.  You shall not make for yourself an idol.”
What a great reminder for us fathers on this Father’s Day. Our primary responsibility as dads is not to work hard so that we can provide all the creature comforts of the American dream for our children, as much as we want to be good providers.  Our primary responsibility as Christian dads is simply to worship God alone.  We are to show our children what it means to be a child of God by what we say and, more importantly, by what we do.  It’s not about being “successful”; it’s about being faithful.  It’s about seeking justice, loving kindness, and walking humbly with our God.  It’s a lesson I’ve been blessed and privileged to learn from my father and a legacy I hope to leave from my children.  How about you?

As we head out these doors this morning, every single one of us here today will be tempted to bow down to other gods.  When we do, it is my prayer that in the midst of temptation, we will, with God’s help, learn to trust our Maker, our Redeemer, our Sustainer.  When such temptation comes, I hope we remember that when Jack Ryan, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were asked to bow down before another god, they said, “I’m sorry, Mr. President, I don’t dance.  The only god I dance with is my lord, the sovereign lord of the universe, and his name is Jesus.”  Don’t you dare ever forget that.  Amen.
Prayers of the People—Fathers’ Day 20007
Let us pray:  Together with the Psalmist, O God, we say, “Praise the Lord!  Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful.  Let Israel be glad in its Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King.  Let them praise his name with dancing.”  

Today, O God, we declare that we want to praise your name with dancing and dance with no one except you.  You are our God.  You are the Lord of the dance.  At times, our eyes wander and at times we have the stupid audacity to dance with someone else.  The good news is, as we return to you, you have already forgiven us and restored us to a right relationship with you.  

O Lord, we pray today that you would equip up with the skills and discipline to be a good dance partner that we might do justice and love kindness and walk humbly with you, our God.  Make our discipleship more than just a label; make it a living reality in our lives every day of the week.

God, we pray for those who have lost the will to dance with you.  We lift up those who walk through life with no joy, no purpose, no bounce, and no hope, some of whom may be in this room today.  Restore unto them the joy of their salvation and sustain them with a willing spirit.  We pray for those who are sick and who are dying, those who are frustrated because they cannot dance with you with their bodies.  Heal them, O God, and bring them back to your dance floor, or at least, please equip them to dance with you with their hearts and minds, if not with their bodies.
Lord of the dance, we pray this day for our fathers.  We are grateful for their legacy and the godly heritage we have received from them.  Where they have missed the mark, O God, help us to forgive them as you have forgiven them.  Help them—and mothers too—to be the best parents they can be that their lives might be a clear reflection of your work through them.
May we not be conformed to this world, O God, but by your power be transformed by the renewing of our minds that we might be able to discern your will, what is good and acceptable and perfect.  For you are our Abba, our Daddy, and our lives have not been the same since.
Finally, O God, we pray that you would hear us as together we lift up the words of the Lord’s Prayer, praying, “Our Father….”

