Let It Be a Dance

A Sermon by Rev. Lillie Henley
Thoreau UU Congregation, Stafford, Texas

October 23, 2011
A colleague of mine wrote in one of his sermons:

Some of us don’t always feel comfortable letting ourselves go and fully engaging in dance – or in life. There may be a fear of looking silly or foolish. Well, there’s a Japanese proverb that addresses that fear and bears keeping mind. "We're fools whether we dance or not, so we might as well dance." 
[Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland, 2007]
Picture in your mind’s eye the old story of Moses’ tribe fleeing Egypt.

After the tribe of Israelites crossed the Reed Sea, and 
after the Egyptians chariots were bogged down in the mud of that swampy water, 
there was great joy among the Hebrew people. 
Moses sang a song and Miriam grabbed tambourines and led the women out into the desert in front of her people and danced and sang and celebrated. 


After years of servitude they danced. 
Dancing has always been a part humankind’s celebrations.
A few years ago, I went to one of the free concerts the Kennedy Center has every day of the year. A band from Virginia, dedicated to the music and sounds of Louisiana, performed. They played New Orleans jazz, zydeco, street parade, and rock. And one of the songs they band played was “When the Saints Go Marching.” Boy was it applauded! And when the leader came down from the stage, playing his trumpet, some of the people in the audience got behind him and followed him, dancing their way around the audience. The people in the chairs and on the stairs were moving, too. Everyone was moving in his or her own way. 

Music moves us—all of us—no matter who we are. 

And while we think of dancing as being something on our feet, really it is the movement we all feel in our bodies when we hear music. People in wheelchairs dance, little babies in cribs dance, people who can’t dance—dance, all of us, dance, even when nobody else is looking or around. Some of us have soul and some of us don’t. Some of us are beautiful and graceful dancing, and some of us look like fools, and there’s everything in between! 
There are as many ways to dance, as there are people who dance. 

Dancing is a big a part of our American culture. We seem to love it when our newly elected President and the First Lady dance. Oh, there are a few of us with two left feet, but even then, we still go to clubs OR parties with our friends and watch others dance. There is swing dancing, line dancing, and square dancing. We can’t forget all the dance recitals in which our young ones perform each spring, and, of course, there are the professional dance productions that are so popular. And, Houston has a lot of wonderful places to see great dance productions, as well as have a great time dancing!
Dancing is also a wonderful metaphor for living. Poets, composers, and writers have used dancing as a means to describe the beauty and joy, the challenges and sorrows, of life. The Nutcracker and Swan Lake come to mind. 
That is exactly what Unitarian Universalist troubadour Ric Masten was doing when he wrote, “Let It Be a Dance.” Masten uses simple words to convey deep truths to us. It reminds me of Robert Fulghum’s All I Needed to Know About Life I Learned in Kindergarten. Simple words, deep meaning. 
Before we look at his hymn, let’s look at Ric Masten. I found a short biographical sketch of him in Rev. Kirk Loadman-Copeland, February 11, 2007, sermon at the First Universalist Church of Denver. Excerpts are below and you can find his wonderful sermon on the church’s website. 
Ric Masten, named Richard Taylor Masten, was born in 1929 in Carmel, California. [He died in 2009 in the home] he built himself in the early 1960s. … He was not a good student due partly to his own stubbornness. He later discovered that he suffered from dyslexia and a severe hearing impairment. As a teenager, believing that he was stupid, he wore his dunce cap proudly. Masten never learned grammar and his poems lack punctuation. He did study oil painting and at nineteen he became the youngest member of the Carmel Art Association. In 1947 he went to Paris for two years and studied at the Institute des Beaux Arts and with famed cubist Fernend Leger.
When he returned to America, he worked in construction, while he wrote and produced musical comedies at Carmel's Forest Theatre. He also moonlighted as a songwriter and record producer for Warner Brothers Records. Over a ten-your period, ninety-two of his songs were recorded and released. Refusing to move to Los Angeles to continue that career, he turned to writing and performing poetry. … Masten… began performing his poetry in 1968 and Unitarian Universalist congregations were a frequent venue. He was ordained as a minister-at-large in 1971, and, as the Unitarian Universalist Association’s Billings Lecturer from 1971 to 1983, he shared his poems and music with thousands of Unitarian Universalists. … 
Ric Masten’s poem, “Let it be a Dance,” was published in 1977 and was the text for a song of the same name. It was included in our hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, which was published in 1993.
“Let It Be a Dance We Do”
“Let a dancing song be heard, Play the music, say the words,”

Don’t be afraid of what IS happening, don’t be afraid of the mountains in the distance…

Masten is telling us to play, to pay attention to our lives, 

Pay attention to our relationships, be intentional whether it is our partner or someone with whom we work or go to school

Say the words – be appreciative, don’t let kind acts go unnoticed. 
Say the words – tell our loved ones we love them. 

Say the words – they make a difference in our lives. 
Living is our response to the situations Life gives us—let us learn to dance. 
“Learn to learn to follow, learn to lead,”
Learn to follow – don’t always think your way is the only way. 
Learn to follow – you’ll learn to listen, and by learning to listen, you’ll learn about others’ potential. Learn to follow, you’ll learn how to lead. 

Living is our response to the situations Life gives us—let it be a dance.
Let it be a dance. Forward, backward, sideways—together. You know when one person has all the answers, after a while no one wants to dance with them. 
What good is life if we don’t share it with others, if we don’t dance with others?
Living is our response to the situations Life gives us—let it be a dance.

“feel the rhythm, fill the need”

Pay attention to the rhythm in our lives, to what is going on within, and with out, 
How do you open yourself up to another’s pain? 
By recognizing our own pain, and when we do that, we can truly connect with another who is in pain. “We have to bare the pain,” Masten says, ours to heal. We have to know our pain to know anothers.  
Sociologists and ministers will tell you. When you cause pain in others, by betrayal, neglect, ignorance even, if you want forgiveness, you must understand the pain you caused. You must feel their rhythm, feel their need. 
Living is our response to the situations Life gives us—let it be a dance.

 “Learn to bend, … like a willow in the wind”

Rigidity is one of the primary characteristics of a dysfunctional personality. When we make up our minds about something and refuse to recognize any other option, we’re dancing alone. Being flexible and adaptable is much healthier for us; it certainly allows us to dance better with someone!
Dancing is our response to the music of our lives, 
Living is our response to the situations Life gives us—let it be a dance.

Masten tells us 

A child is born, the old must die, A time for joy, a time to cry. Take it as it passes by. And let it be a dance...
To dance in the good times and the bad times, too. Many cultures dance during the several days of mourning. They dance during the several days of celebration of birth.  
Did we lose something as human beings, when we, the western culture, made the decision that dancing at funerals and births was “hokey,” “silly,” or “too primal?”  I wonder what it would do for us, what it would look like, what our culture would be like, what we would be like, if we were more “hokey,” “silly,” or “too primal?” 
Joy and sorrow in our lives, embrace them, dance with them!
Have you heard the saying “Life is what happens while we are making plans.” Masten is telling us that we need to embrace the music we hear, not the music we want to hear. 

Dancing is our response to the music of our lives, 

Living is our response to the situations Life gives us—let it be a dance.

John Vandekilde sent me this piece from Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s book, Gift from the Sea, “A good relationship has a pattern like a dance and is built on some of the same rules.” 

[The dancers] … are moving to the same rhythm, creating a pattern together, and being invisibly nourished by it. The joy of the pattern is not only the joy of creation or the joy of participation; it is also the joy of living in the moment.
What gets in the way of our dancing? Lindbergh says “it is fear …”


Fear that we’ll look silly out there on the dance floor? 

Fear that if we share too much, our lover won’t like us?


Fear that if we give too much others will take advantage of us?

Fear of loss?

In “The Rose” written by Amanda McBroom and sung by Bette Midler:
"The Rose"

READ 1st verse:

Some say love, it is a river

That drowns the tender reed.

Some say love, it is a razor

That leaves your soul to bleed.

Some say love, it is a hunger,

An endless aching need.

I say love, it is a flower,

And you its only seed.


Congregation sings the second verse with me:

It's the heart afraid of breaking

That never learns to dance.

It's the dream afraid of waking

That never takes the chance.

It's the one who won't be taken,

Who cannot seem to give,

And the soul afraid of dyin'

That never learns to live.

Fear… are you living your lives afraid to dance?

It is a risk to dance 

The old, old story of the Hebrew tribes running for their lives, and when they were safe, they danced. The truth is, the running was as much a dance as the celebration Mariam led with her tambourine.
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