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    Today in 2 Samuel we meet David who is full of God inspired Joy.  David is bringing the ark of 
the covenant into Jerusalem.  The preeminent symbol designating the location from which 
God’s presence radiates into the world, and it is being brought into the city of God.  David is so 
happy he is leaping and dancing.  
 
    I remember years ago, a gentleman I worked with on a few issues in our small town 
community; he was a Deacon in his Southern Baptist Church.  His pastor was adamantly against 
dancing, so I was surprised one day when he told me how much he loved square dancing.  He 
had become a prominent square dance caller in our community, and often he would be found 
dancing when he wasn’t calling.  I asked him how he reconciled his church’s belief that dancing 
was sinful with being a square dance caller, and often dancing.  He responded, “Well, the Pastor 
and I use to talk about it, actually we would argue about it, but over time we just quit bringing it 
up at all.” 
 
  For some churches it seems like there is a line in the sand on just about every issue.  Issues like 
drinking, dancing have fallen into that category; and for some churches, even UCC churches, 
there was a clear line in the sand about clapping in church. 
 
   Clapping in church has been an issue here at Emanuel Church.  Over the years we have tried 
to mediate the applause during worship in the holiday seasons and that did not work.  Recently, 
the worship committee tried asked us to refrain from clapping, and that REALLY did not go well.  
So this morning I want to try a new approach, because there are times clapping, or applause 
may be appropriate, but there are other times when it definitely is not.  Today, we see David 
Dancing and we find out instantly that Mi’chal, Saul’s daughter, despises this display.  We don’t 
know exactly where her angst comes from but, for the moment, let’s assume part of her 
offense is that he is dancing when she thinks that it is inappropriate.   I don’t intend to tell us 
what to do about clapping and applause, but it is my hope we can think about the purpose of 
worship, the times clapping might be appropriate, and other ways we might thank people who 
offer their gifts of music, art and so forth in worship.   
 
    We have had some wonderful times in worship here at Emanuel when the clapping was 
particularly appropriate, and we have had some poorly timed applause as in when the 
congregation began clapping after a solo, even though Communion was still going on. 
 
   I think it is time to gain insight as we think about what it is that we are saying when we clap in 
worship?   We probably know the scriptures, “Psalm 47: 1 “Clap your hands, all you peoples.”  
But this does not really put the conversation to rest.  Let us look a little deeper.  
 
    We live in an entertainment age.  The worship of the church, with its emphasis on 
participation by all offers a countercultural alternative to this entertainment industry which 
itself has crept into many churches and is designed to be performed by the few to entertain the 



many.  When Emanuel gathers in worship; the choir, the liturgist, the musicians, the pastor we 
are not up front because we are “on stage.”  We are appointed by the church to facilitate the 
worship in which all of us are involved and participate.  This is why the congregation sings, 
stands, sits, offers prayer requests, reads, responds and so much more.  The folks up front are 
not actors, we are more like maestros directing the orchestra of worship, and every man, 
woman and child present is a part of the band.   If there is an audience in worship, the audience 
is God, we are all here to give thanks and praise and honor to God.   
 
  One aspect to consider is the difference between applause and clapping.  Rhythmic clapping is 
an essential element in certain music, especially music with roots in cultures other than 
northern European.  We at Emanuel explore music from many diverse cultures and during 
those songs we are open to clapping as a part of the musical expression.  But this is different 
from applause. 
 
    In most congregations of European heritage, like Emanuel, the conversation about applause 
focuses on the applause that follows a choir or handbell anthem, a soloist or musician, or other 
artist.  In American culture, applause is understood as an acknowledgement or acclamation of a 
performance.  Therefore, it is very closely linked with the entertainment industry.  Americans 
tend to applaud after every performance, regardless of quality.  At best, sometimes applause is 
simply a courtesy. 
 
   But there may be moments when applause is appropriate in worship.  We may applaud the 
welcoming of a newly baptized person, welcome of new members, celebration of a newly 
ordained minister, or gratitude for a newly married couple.  We may applaud a birthday, or 
anniversary.  In addition, when worship includes a recognition or installation of those called to 
provide service to the congregation like Sunday School Teachers, new board members, or 
others being installed or formally thanked, applause could be welcomed. 
 
    Some have suggested that applause in worship is to be directed to God and not the worship 
leaders.  If this is done, worship planners must ask themselves if this is really clear to all 
worshippers, including visitors and children.  It is the task of the whole congregation to teach 
it’s traditions, including its worship traditions, to children and visitors.  Therefore, consistency 
of practice in relation to clapping and applause is important.  What are the children to think if 
they get applause one week, but not the next?  What if the hand bells get applause but not the 
choir?   My guess is our cultural emphasis on performance may be too strong to overcome 
these subtle differences.   
 
     This is where education is crucial.    When we think about applause, or clapping in worship, 
we need to think not only about the recipients, but also the congregation, new visitors, 
children, friends, members and all.   
 
    Singers, instrumentalists, musical leaders, other liturgical artists can be taught that our role in 
worship is to proclaim, give thanks to, and praise God, not entertain the people.   Those who 
preach are here to proclaim the gospel as the Spirit has laid it upon their hearts, and while the 



good news often comforts and encourages us, other times the gospel offends or challenges.  
Worshippers, too, all of us are to be reminded that we gather to offer our worship to God, not 
be entertained. 
 
    Of course, when this issue arises I always hear someone say, “Well, we have to keep clapping 
for the children so they know we appreciate them.”  I served as Associate Pastor at a large 
congregation in Ann Arbor where clapping in worship was only encouraged when the children 
sang in worship.  The thinking was that if the church didn’t clap they would feel unappreciated.   
 
    Once I understood this rule I said to the Senior Pastor, “Isn’t it more important to educate the 
children about the purpose of worship and keep the clapping rule consistent for everyone.  I 
was worried the kids thought they were just there to be cute and entertaining, and were 
thinking that their song was not a part of what the ‘adults’ were doing.   
 
   When I discuss the issue of clapping someone always says, I applaud because I want the 
musician to know I appreciate their gifts and their willingness to share them, but here is the 
thing…  we can do that in many other ways.  We can thank God in a quick silent prayer, we can 
speak to them after the service and thank them, we can send them a note during the week 
ahead to thank them.  Congregational leaders may plan events allowing for such thanks to be 
given, a dinner after worship or annual recognition within worship.  Newsletters or bulletin 
boards could include a way of offering thanks to those who lead worship.  The church needs to 
offer avenues for the people to say thanks for ushers, acolytes, sanctuary decorators, 
communion preparers, and all who help facilitate our worship.   
 
   So I close with an example which I hope will help us keep the main point of the message 
central in our minds.  In Seminary I had a professor, The Rev. Dr. Peggy Way.  She was a self-
admitted awful singer.  Dr. Peggy had many other noteworthy gifts.  But when she sang she was 
off beat, off key, off tempo, she was just plain off; AND, she was really, really loud.   There she 
was every day during Chapel services belting out the songs at the top of her lungs.  On days of 
lower attendance, you could hear Dr. Peggy throughout the entire large chapel.  When asked 
about her voice, yes some people actually had the chutzpah to ask her, she replied, “The bible 
says, “’make a joyful noise to God,’ and I don’t read any other requirement to sing in Key or be 
quiet.  I am so grateful for all God has done in my life, I fully intend to praise God as loudly as 
possible, for as long as I live.” 
 
   May we all be so brave, and faithful.   
 
Amen 
 
     
 
 


