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Dedication

To my teachers:

Judith Rock who taught that words dance,

Barbara Elliott, feminist guide

Doug Adams who rallied a generation of artist-theologians

and the Muse who makes myth out of known and unknown,

 

Spin the tale, let these stories fly.

For I know this:

Story and song are soul speech

but when we dance we make fire.




 

 

Introduction

 

“We have made no progress towards explaining how the mind is attached to the body.”

—SIR HERBERT LOUIS, 1ST VISCOUNT SAMUEL 1870-1963

 

SITTING ON A PLANE, IT’S HARD TO TELL the guy next to me what I do. Even after decades of attempts at answering his question, it still stops me in my tracks. I could say I study theology, art, and multicultural education, that I’m a community organizer, dance producer, former seminary teacher, or a cofounder of a non-profit. I rarely mention that I am an ex-minister as this can lead to long conversations. I know what I do, but how do I explain it? If I say that I chase the dance of life and foster freedom what will my seatmate say?

“You foster freedom? How do you do that?” the plane guy wants to know.

“Through a non-profit organization called Body Wisdom that promotes InterPlay in fifty cities.”

“InterPlay? What’s that?”

As the airplane leaves the ground, memories zip across my mind. My companion does not know that I’ve sought to answer his question all my adult years. I flash back to dancing with Phil Porter and Judith Rock in Body and Soul Dance Company in 1979. We stumbled onto something that modern religion, science, business, and education overlooks. Concealed in the abandoned territory of play, amidst the simplest elements of singing, moving, and telling stories we uncovered a gold mine of body wisdom, the stuff of enlightenment, ecstatic community, and right relationship. People we taught could find peace and health doing things as easy and childish as playing follow the leader. Our discovery led Phil and me to a café table in 1989. With the zeal that usually goes into getting elected for political office or researching a cure for cancer, together we cooked up a crazy scheme to have fun and change the world.

I know better than to burden my seatmate with my struggle to articulate a theo-kinetic philosophy. He doesn’t want to hear about the challenge to eke out the easiest route for skeptical, shy, wary, heady folk to regain access to their body wisdom. Worse, if I tell my unsuspecting listener that InterPlay replaced my need for institutional religion, it could confirm me as a flaky, new age kook. Instead, I flip through a menu of elevator speeches and say something like, “InterPlay is a toolset that reduces stress and builds cultures of peace,” or “InterPlay is a system of ideas and practices that helps people thrive as they change.” Or, “InterPlay helps people play again. Once that happens, anything is possible.” If I speak with authority my seatmate might say, “Cool!” and change the subject. I always forget to mention What the Body Wants, the book I wrote with thirty of my closest InterPlay friends.

As the plane levels off at an altitude of 30,000 feet, an absurd elevation that no one ever wants to contemplate, I touch the bracelet given to me after 9/11 with the dangling ring inscribed with one word. “Freedom.” Frankly, I spend too much time trying to explain what I do. All I know is that thanks to InterPlay, I am getting a paycheck to operate on eight cylinders in a two-cylinder world.

How did InterPlay happen? Ask Phil. He’ll tell you a funny, wonderful, sane story. My version is wilder. Perhaps because from an early age I was caught in the tailwind of the cosmic dance, the Great Mystery that no one can describe but that anyone can ride.

If you find yourself inexplicably swept off your feet as I have been, I offer my story as companionship. Along with hundreds, even thousands of mystics, poets, visionaries, and dancers I offer my own chase and the insane, insatiable quest to know why something as expansive, rejuvenating, visionary, heart opening, and socially healing as the dance of life could be so hard to claim.

Fortunately, there are voices that say, “Fear not.” On discouraging days I cling to incantations like that of poet Muriel Rukeyser.

 

Let poems and bodies love and be given to air,

Earth having us real in her seasons, our fire and savor;

And reader, love well, imagine forward, for

All of the testaments are in your favor.

 

 

[image: ]




 

 


1 | Fire in My Flesh


 

“Your very flesh shall be a great poem and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the silent lines of its lips and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in every motion and joint of your body.”

—WALT WHITMAN

 

OK, I ADMIT IT. I HEAR VOICES. I SEE THINGS. Especially when I dance. Flannery O’Connor said, “You shall know the truth and the truth shall make you odd.” I’ve had mystical experiences that are barely footnoted in America’s everyday lexicon and charted my life course by them. As a result my work is not only difficult to describe, I can’t decide what to wear to work—a suit, a funny hat, a robe, or sweatpants? Being the Gemini I am, I change costumes as needed.

What do you do if you hear voices or see things? As an American woman with plenty of common sense, I’ll tell you what you should do. You should shut up. However, if there are voices that prod you to quench the thirst for big human needs like Love, Justice, and Freedom, you might become a blabbermouth performance artist like me. You might try to demystify dance, healing rituals, and communal peacemaking enough to wave a flag in sight of the mainstream. The Voice of Love is that compelling. Mechtilde de Magdeberg, a twelfth century mystic said, “Love transforms, love makes empty hearts overflow. This happens even more when we have to struggle through without assurance all unready for the play of love.” She understood.

By the time I was thirty I was well prepared for the voice that gave me my “instructions.” Driving down the freeway on my way to see a horrific movie about nuclear holocaust, a neutral voice simply and clearly spoke to me and said, “Here are your three directives: Clarity of Vision. Efficiency of Energy. Courage to Love.” Being both undeniably gullible and unflinchingly faithful, I listened, not realizing I was downloading a mystic’s grocery list.

The voices I hear are always wiser than I am. Their messages are to the point, astute, and take me off guard. When I share them with other people they often ask me to repeat them. Should I warn them that when you actually follow the advice you get from “on high” you get into trouble? Things that make sense in a spiritual realm can make you look unusual in ordinary time. “Voices” have incited me to dance in academia, sing improvisational ditties at United Nations Association meetings, and confess mystical encounters from rational, left-leaning pulpits. They made me an iconoclastic prophet of the body and its one true love, play. In spite of all of my best attempts at being taken seriously, my voices have doomed me.

Today, I live on the bread of dance and sense things on freeways and in malls that others do or don’t see—spirits, voices, hungers, and curses. Hunting for a tribal dance to feed the soul, I gather people to song, story, beat, and breath. I seduce the cosmic dance out of a thousand starry gaps. I ponder all of this constantly like a mad scientist. Add my troublesome tendency to wax poetic and use jargon that people don’t quite get, and you get my problem. Chasing the dance of life inspires me like nothing else. It has also gotten me into trouble.

You’d think that dancing and loving the Divine would create bliss, but putting these two together is like playing with dynamite. Maybe that’s why the western world split them apart. Anytime you put your body where your spirit is even the mundane becomes extraordinary.

Jeremiah, that insanely upset Old Testament prophet scribed, “I will not mention God, I will not speak in God’s name any more. But then it becomes a fire burning in my heart, imprisoned in my bones; I grow weary holding it in, and I cannot.” Jeremiah’s pals called him a laughingstock. No one wants to go that far over the edge of mystery, be denounced for loving God, or cursed as touchy feely. Not Jeremiah. Not me. But the costs of shutting down the wild ambushes of compassionate imagination are also great. I’ve met many a person whose body screamed with the symptoms of repressed dreams. Their throats are on fire and their bowels scream with ulcers. Giving up one’s imagination isn’t worth the price of admission you pay to a “dominant” culture.

I’ve reassured myself that the ancestors knew what they were doing. They sent us into the woods to receive visions and meet our guides. Initiations and vision quests gave us strength to do great work. Thank God I am an artist. When I tire of trying to fit in I remember that an artist who isn’t weird is in the wrong profession.

So why go on about this? Because I believe that it is our weird lives that lead to answers needed for a world in dire shape. I think we need to reclaim our wisest magic, not the puff and zap kind, but the kind that employs imagination to attract solutions when nothing else works. In my case, dancing, improvising, seeing things, and listening to the wisdom of my body has shown me how to accelerate peace and grace in a world that dances too vigorously, too mechanically, and too violently. I’ve seen peace born between people who bring their hand to a partner’s hand in an extemporaneous, experimental two-minute hand dance. I’ve seen walls crumble as a person describes to a coworker what they had for breakfast, a favorite place in their home, or someone who has come to their mind. Without effort people can move mountains of division. I’ve even seen individuals recover from depression to take on their life’s work with the support of an imaginative, embodied community.

The big challenge is creating a society that is willing to bet its future on such practices. Usually it’s only the desperate who are open to radically simple and crazy ideas: the poor, the sick, the imprisoned, women, the disabled, the oppressed, visionaries in developing countries, people of color, the usual revolutionary suspects.

I learned that you have to be sneaky to subvert the average person’s self-conscious fear of flakiness. If you want to nudge someone to fall down the rabbit hole of mysticism into Wonderland, humor helps. So do parables and enticing, insignificant little steps.

Once in a worship service with an academic crowd, I placed boxes of corn flakes on pedestals. We confessed our overwhelming fear of flakiness and how fear keeps us from admitting our strangest encounters with each other and the Divine. From puberty, it too often keeps us from doing normal things like dancing, laughing, breathing, and offering affection. I should know. My own fear of flakiness is why I wrote all this down. There is some relief in seeing one’s truth in black and white.
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G. K. Chesterton said, “There is a road from the eye to the heart that does not go through the intellect.” Where does it go? In my case, the roads of perception go straight through my body. But, as the daughter of well-intentioned Protestant Christians, I’m rational by default. My dad was a Methodist. Method is a word I appreciate. But dullness is a drag. The church of my youth tended toward emotionally blasé. Leaders droned through Bible stories about insane people who heard voices, followed stars, and beheld visions that changed history as if they were trying to make relationship with an unseen God sound like a Hallmark card. WASPiness was anti-spice. Anything provocative was typically doctored in neutral shades of tolerance if mentioned at all. Faithfulness was defined by sitting in pews, wearing clothes you never rolled around in, showing off fifth grade reading skills, feeling bad for the needy, and never acting like the crazy people in the Bible. Resurrection of the body, the weirdest, coolest idea of all, was a doctrine that no one would get near.

We kids knew that dulling down the spirit wasn’t natural even to Methodists. It was just for show. Trying to sound and act calm was a pretend way to have the peace of Christ.

Fortunately, the ministers knew the Word of God was best found beyond words. Reverend Ray Ragsdale hired a Hollywood choreographer for our high school youth choir presentation of Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. Youth camps that linked nature, God, firelight and song awakened my most basic spiritual instincts and in college, Mike Fink, the campus minister reinforced that song, dance, and telling ancient stories were medicine for the soul.

Consequently, I fell in love with the faith of my father. But I itched for something more. I didn’t want to be a Holy Roller. I only knew that faith needed more than reason, control, and seriousness. I already had plenty of that as a girl zealously afraid of displeasing anyone.

 

[image: ]

 

I was devout by the time I was fifteen which is why it came as a surprise to discover that I was also religiously unruly. My soul was allergic to taking things too seriously. At my first communion I knelt with a dozen white-frocked youth. As the minister stuck a wafer on my tongue, I broke into uncontrollable giggles. I couldn’t contain myself. The story of my life. Maybe it was because they made me a member of the Body of Christ without real credentials. Or, maybe it was because amusement flows directly from joy and joy is my birthright. Or maybe it was the kneeling. Kneeling always gets me in trouble. A church lady gave the youth group free Bibles under the condition that we get on our knees to pray, and I thought, “Ha! Show me a kid that prays on their knees.” It was 1970. But her Bible was free, so I got down on boney kneecaps with the rest of them.

Or, maybe I caught the giggles out of an instinctual reaction to religion’s serious face. My path needed to be crooked and swirl like a labyrinth. The first time I saw a labyrinth chalked on a floor in a wisdom university my reaction was to skip. Joy is like that. But, spontaneous joy and skipping are hard to find in Protestant Land. Actually, they are hard to find in any part of American adulthood, even the arts

I think my gut instincts were good. If I took things too seriously, I’d ruin everything. I am prone to being a driven, addictively righteous, scared out of my mind, meaning-monger. To dance this life, I have to let go of it. If I hold onto steps, attitudes, beliefs, institutions, or meanings, nothing works. Dancing saves me. Not the steps or choreography, but the irrepressible energy that rushes through when I trust the universe to move me. The fabulous poets in the Hebrew Bible confirm this. Proverbs says,

 

When God established the heavens

I was there

When God drew a circle on the face of the deep

When God made firm the skies above…

Then I was beside God

Like a little child, a playmate,

Rejoicing before God always

Rejoicing in God’s inhabited world

And delighting in the people of God.
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Like many an eldest child, I am a born caretaker. But, the dance of life sprouted up like a magic bean in my psychic backyard, anyway, making even my birthplace, Kokomo, Indiana, sound mirthful. In some ways it was. My grand folks dreamed of easy street. Grandma fed us giant bowls of ice cream for dinner. In spite of the small town Methodism, none of my relatives were opposed to dance. So, when the family gathered around the radio and Elvis Presley crooned, “He Ain’t Nothin’ But a Hound Dog,” I bounced up and down and got my first applause.

I inherited excellent kinesthetic genes. Mom was a competitive roller skater who pulled off ballet duets on eight wheels. Dad was a lifelong athlete in everything from judo and ping-pong to hundred-mile mountain races. The two of them met in the skating rink. Unfortunately, fun had a way of turning sour in my family. The family tree was riddled with alcoholism, gambling, and zealous disciples who found either God or their drug of choice. When things got hard, which they often did, my people had a habit of joining other opportunity seekers and laborers who picked up and moved. Mom’s family specialized in doing people’s dirty laundry. Dad’s people farmed, worked as electricians and janitors.

Thanks to the GI Bill and the Korean War, my father was the first Winton in generations to go to college. Graduating from Purdue University as an engineer, he landed a job in Santa Monica, California, where I got my first dance lessons at Miss Vivian’s storefront studio. Miss Vivian was an MGM film-cutter with dreams of stardom. Under her direction I debuted in the cavernous Veteran’s Auditorium. I lined up with dozens of tutued tykes and I missed my cue. I was horrified but it didn’t seem to matter to Miss Vivian or Grandma. Miss Vivian gave me a ballet dancer music box. Grandma took me to lunch at the International House of Pancakes, praised me as only a grandma can and admitted me into that rare club of dancers who don’t remember cues or steps but still feel like stars.

The dance of life wanted me. Like a zillion other young girls, I fell in love with ballet. When Mom and Dad took me to see Swan Lake, I perched on the edge of my red velvet seat. The lights went out. Music swelled and the curtain slashed open. Glorious, fragile, dreamy swans danced, using a heart-language I knew was mine. Through strains of Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake the dancers summoned me saying, “Cindy, you are a dancer.” It was my first clue that you could dance your dreams. To this day, if I hear Swan Lake on the radio or in an elevator, my body aches like a tuning fork, and remembers.
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My imagination grew kinesthetic wings and allowed me to sense invisible things as if they were really there. When a kindergarten teacher told the class to line up, I lifted the edges of my pink dress and pretended I was being escorted to my throne. The teacher noticed and said, “Look at what a good job Cindy is doing.” Imagination got me extra credit.

Making up stuff worked great in the daylight but in the dark, there were recurring dreams that terrified me. In one I stood with mom on the bow of a ship on the lake of snakes. Dad and a gang of sailors held the legs of a giant spider and slowly, menacingly approached us. Peering overboard I was afraid I’d fall in.

There was also that gnarly, ugly burnt blob that repeatedly appeared in my day dreams, only to be transformed into a white, glowing ball. I was seventeen when I Iearned the secret of this apparition, a secret I am not allowed to tell.
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Dad’s engineering job catapulted us from a Santa Monica bungalow into a ranch style tract home with a driveway on which I jumped rope, practiced fake ballet, and pretended to be Little Joe from the TV show Bonanza. I couldn’t play on the dicondra lawn, but building forts out of cut grass in the field behind the house was fine. I found freedom in wild places.

Each evening I set the table for dinner and rhythmically recited

 

Salt and pepper

Sugar, butter

Milk and water

Bread and jelly

And sometimes Kool-Aid.

 

All was well, except when it wasn’t. Spankings from dad were to be avoided. I could avoid them if I told on myself. Truth had a strange effect on my parents. They quieted down. Like the time I hung from the bathroom towel rack, ripped it out of the wall, reported the misdeed and was forgiven. Yet, I never told a soul about the day that I unscrewed the red stick handle off of my brother’s push toy, walked to the corner of my cul-de-sac and did what traffic control people do. I stuck out my red stick with panache and waved a passing car onto my street. As she turned into the cul-de-sac, the driver glared, embarrassed to be under the spell of an eight-year-old. I dropped the stick and ran home, certain of being arrested for impersonating an authority.
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At my ballet school a girl with pink toe shoes stretched her leg straight up the wall. My leg didn’t do that. Kids called me Skinny Bones Jones. I had turn-in, not turnout. Plus the teacher ignored me. Even though I loved dressing up as “spring” in my blue tutu with pink roses, when Mom asked me to choose between ballet and Girl Scouts, I stashed the tutu in my hope chest. I didn’t need ballet that bad. Besides, I could make my little brother, Danny watch me improvise the entire Swan Lake record.
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When my sister, Valerie was born, the house shrank. The family moved to a tract home in Harbor City, walking distance from the low-income projects. Our elementary school had kids from every background. My sixth grade teacher, Mr. Laney, looked like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and rewarded me for all the things I loved to do: write, dress up, dance, and cooperate. At graduation he asked me to convey the class theme “I Have a Dream” in a dance. That’s when I performed my first hand dance wearing a white homemade dress and fire-red fake fingernails purchased from Kmart. I was glad to illustrate the lyrics from South Pacific.

 

Happy talky talky, happy talk

Talk about things you’d like to do.

If you don’t have a dream,

And I don’t have a dream,

How you gonna have a dream come true?
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I grew up at a time when a kid in Junior High could take a modern dance class instead of go to regular gym. The teacher, Mrs. Tuttle, a bird-shaped woman, loved to swing and swoop. It felt like cheating, it was so much fun. The first time I tried choreography, unexpected ideas exploded in my brain. I gasped and stuffed my hand over my mouth to hold in the explosions. Thinking with my entire being was ecstatic. But, who gasps in the middle of gym?

Every year Mrs. Tuttle gave me A’s. Unfortunately, kinesthetic aptitude was never tested on California State Achievement tests. I had no hint that I might have a gift until the school winter assembly. Costuming four girls in white leotards and tree tinsel, I shaped lunges, leaps, and synchronized legwork to “I’m Dreaming of A White Christmas.” The next day in front of English class, the teacher praised me. Deep down, I smiled.
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After ninth grade ended I went to a backpacking camp with a bag of jeans, T-shirts, the book given to us by Methodist camp leaders called No More Plastic Jesus, and a heart full of questions like, “Will boys look at me?” Hiking to the High Sierra base camp was a cinch. I’d followed Dad dozens of times over mountain trails and could compete with the fastest boys. But, at night the girl who played the ukulele with her swishy long hair, easy laugh, and firelight beauty made me jealous. I had pimples and greasy bangs.

During free time I dug out No More Plastic Jesus. In the blue-lit tube tent I read that God doesn’t care about money or looks, just people. I looked out at the trees, heard the junior high laughter and wondered what it meant.

The week climaxed with the supreme social test: communion. We climbed up the mountain to a place enclosed by boulders. At sundown each youth was invited to come forward and take communion as the leader said, “Come take a piece of bread.” When my turn came, instead of feeling warmly welcomed, intense knots of shyness swelled up in me. I froze and conspicuously proved that I didn’t belong. Another night came and went and I was still unpopular.

Hiking out the next day misery should have hounded me. Instead, a miracle happened. One book closed and another opened. Out of nowhere I looked at the sky and sensed that God loved me equal to everything else. I had no memory of making a conscious shift. I was simply breathing, smiling, and open. And for the first time, even boys talked to me. What a miracle!

At the car, Mom knew something had happened. She asked what was different, but I couldn’t say. Maybe puberty slipped out the back door and took its spastic hormones with it or maybe Jesus’ unplastic poetry coded itself on my heart in my sleep. Whatever happened, I felt like dancing. The Jim Strathdee camp song made sense. Grace was more than a dance word. It was in me.

 

I am the light of the world

You people come and follow me

If you follow and love

You’ll learn the mystery

Of what you were meant to do and be.

 

The feeling lasted a week until my little brother, Danny, irritated me so much I screamed and blamed him for breaking the spell. It wasn’t easy being a junior mystic.

Shortly afterwards Danny had a stroke. The house grew tense. Dad’s anger erupted. Although he tried to make up for it with flowers and hugs, Mom imploded between one hospital and the next. Her fingers typed out a Morse code of furious letters on the steering wheel of the car as we waited at stoplights.

Neither vacations, new furniture, nor church repaired what broke. Without counselors or guides to help us withstand the turmoil that pounded us, our formal living room turned into a theater of threatening conversations that began with sentences like, “Honey, Grandma was killed in a car accident.” And, “Your mom and I are separating.”

I stopped dancing in the living room, clung to security, and bawled the day the Goodwill truck drove away with the ugly, green, high-backed chair that had held me each night as I watched T.V.
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How does a teenage mystic find a guide—broadcast molecular messages: “Dancing Spirit Seeks Tribe,” “Sensitive Teen Seeks Help to Unleash Healing Powers,” “Daughter Seeks People Who Dance to Pray”? In the seventies with no web to Google, no chat rooms, blogs, or links to point me to teachers, the dance of life had to find me on its own, and it did.

Mrs. Mac taught public high school modern dance. Her female students felt better after warming up to songs like “Love is Blue.” But, dance led me to more than better feelings. Movement activated unknown worlds. Mrs. Mac saw this and gave me leadership of the hundred-member drill team. I learned to design formations and yell across football fields. During halftimes we marched onto the field in green miniskirts and black bolero hats as the Gauchos. We performed intricate collective routines in stark contrast to the grunting game of the boys. But, just like the boys, I used the whole force of my body to lead.

At the kitchen counter I asked Mom, “How do you get to be popular?”

Having had almost no experience of this she gave me her best guess, “Smile?”

With that advice I left the house each morning, rolled up both my skirt and the corners of my mouth. Everything was up, up, up. I was either a teenaged Alice in Wonderland or the Cheshire cat. By junior year Mom’s suggestion worked. Scooter Townsend, my first true love, asked me to the Homecoming Dance.
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I was sixteen when Reverend Ray Ragsdale asked me to choreograph a dance for Christmas Eve. I’d never seen a religious dance, but it made perfect sense. Anytime I danced I felt closer to God. My best friend, Janice helped me choreograph to “We Three Kings.” Although there were only two of us everyone loved it. It was the first time I robed for church—bath-robed.

Next Janice and I choreographed the Lord’s Prayer, wearing leotards and tights. When Reverend Ragsdale previewed the dance and watched us lean on the communion table, our legs extended in arabesque, he cleared his throat and said, “Cindy, it won’t work to have crotches show that way.” He initiated me into the power of sexuality right there in church. I was shocked. Unbidden shame triggered my anger. How could a worshipping body be a problem in God’s house? I had no idea, but the look in Reverend Ragsdale’s eyes told me to change the dance.

Mrs. Mac also mysteriously knew that I danced in church. She cut across secular-sacred boundaries and placed Doug Adams’ book, Congregational Dancing in Christian Worship in my hand. Mrs. Mac was a Methodist. On top of that she got my parents’ permission to take me to San Diego to meet Reverend Michael Taxer, a former New York City dancer turned Presbyterian minister. We got seats for his dance-drama production, King David, performed in his church hall. Mrs. Mac also arranged for me to meet him to talk about dance and ministry. I was seventeen.
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By senior year I had long, blond hair and was senior class vice president, drill team president, and a prom princess. Ideas continued popping outrageously in my head. Smiling made it easier to enjoy people. But when my boyfriend, Scooter, voted “Mr. Most Likely to Succeed,” succeeded with someone else, revenge was what I wanted. I auditioned for the school musical Guys and Dolls, wiped the smile from my face, and sang “What Do You Get When You Fall in Love?” The choreographer cast me as a Latin temptress and hot-box dancer. Scooter took me to the senior prom and when he dropped me off, dumped me. Popular Schmopular.
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The end of high school question loomed. “What are you majoring in at college?” I turned to my teacher. “Mrs. Mac, should I major in English, Art, or P.E.?”

“What about dance?” she said.

“You can major in dance?” I exclaimed. This was like being told I could eat all the chocolate I wanted. That’s when I put it together: Swan Lake, fire red fingernails, Christmas tinsel flying, “We Three Kings,” dancing ideas exploding, the rush of sensing a shape, a meaning. A navigational bell rang, “Do what you love.” Supported by my parent’s encouragement to follow what I love, along with the voice whispering in my ear, I knew what to do. Follow and love, and learn the mystery of what you were meant to do and be.
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That fall, the UCLA dance studio was crammed with fifty new dance majors and the smell of stale sweat. Meeting the faculty was intimidating. They initiated us with these words, “Dance is work. You don’t get paid and you hardly get noticed. You only dance for one reason. Because you have to. You must love it. Most of you will be gone before the four years are up. So, if you don’t want to do the work, you might as well go now.”

I looked around. No one moved. I believed everyone in that room loved to dance. Perhaps we loved it more than when we walked through the door. I did.

The faculty wasn’t threatening us, they were alerting us to an awful truth. Dancers have no future in a capitalistic world. Dancers are reminders of transitory life, messengers of a spirited world.

I began my study of technique, learning how not to stick out my butt, how to move from center, how to simultaneously relax and gain control. I learned to work with gravity, fall down and recover, and extend my energy far beyond my limbs. I learned to use my head for more than linear thinking. I could use it as a prop, a weight, a light, a window, and a locus of meaning.

I played with other dancers, encouraged them, and laughed at myself. I was at home. Modern dance had plenty of room for people who had “original” movement styles. Some days as the musician pounded out lyrical strains on the piano, I almost flew.

Like a novice monk, I barely noticed that I was learning universal lessons, lessons that shamans and healers have learned through the ages. Certainly no one pointed out that dance was the medium through which history’s spiritual leaders entered trance, took visionary journeys, listened to wisdom and shared dreams. I had no idea that I tinkered with the means for engaging and warding off unseen forces, ways of transferring the wisdom of my body as medicine to another person, shape shifting through space and time while keeping my feet on the ground. None of this was in the syllabus. It was a secret professors don’t discuss.
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To make a big impression I called my first dance “War and Peace.” I quickly learned that three minutes, three dancers and an audiotape of orchestral music don’t replicate an epic. To my credit, my vision was already apocalyptic even if my talent wasn’t. After I broke a foot in technique class, I choreographed a solo on crutches to elevator music from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. The crutch is an amazing prop. I swung and bounced off the walls. The professor said that my choice of music trivialized an otherwise inventive dance. To be honest I didn’t care. I was just playing. But, in school, even dancers have to be serious. Maybe more so if it’s their only hope of becoming legitimate.

Before long, criticism did its work. My ideas stopped popping. I made spiritless dances about things I didn’t care about. In 1975 no one danced about anything personal. The dance formula was “dance for dance’s sake.” Prayers, Faith, God were never mentioned.

My training and inner life were in conflict. I would never admit that I attended a campus ministry group led by a man called Reverend Mike Fink. Working behind the check-out desk of the law library, I was hesitant to mention my major. Dance seemed so inconsequential.

Meanwhile hanging out in the dance department, I watched Martha Graham walk down the hall; I sat at the feet of dance historian Lincoln Kirsten, and looked up from sewing in the costume shop to see Gene Kelly standing in the door. Greatness haunted that place, a greatness that called for greatness.
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In the desert a Benedictine monastery annually hosted a week of dance and prayer. Driving onto the property past a sign that said, “No Hunting Except for Peace,” I found men in brown robes that sang their prayers five times a day, and more importantly, I found Carla DeSola. Carla directed Omega Dance Company out of New York City’s Cathedral of St. John the Divine and had devoted her life to moving in the Spirit. I saw something of myself in her.

Outside of the university I could focus on my inner dance. At school I trained my body and mind. I taught my face to relax, have expressions, and strengthened my technique. Well into my third year, I attempted a ballet combination across the floor and screwed it up. My eyes snagged on my image in the mirror. I started over and screwed up again. A high, gray wall of over-thinking appeared. I had sucked in my gut and studied myself in the mirror too many times. I was in the puberty of technique. The desperation of the feeling required immediate action. That very day I told the head of the department, “I have to stop. I’m not quitting. I’ll be back.”

I moved to Janice’s Long Beach apartment, got a job leading tours on the Queen Mary, found a boyfriend, developed music, dance, and drama liturgies for churches, hung out with a Lutheran student community, and avoided technique class. When September arrived I pulled on a leotard and socks with toes and heels cut out, and walked back onto the UCLA dance studio floor. I danced better than ever.
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Peering into the future, I imagined trying my luck in New York City with Carla DeSola’s company. But, I also wanted to be helpful. Is dancing helpful? The more I pondered this question, the murkier my vision became. I was overcome by fits of gloom. Anytime I went to church or sang a hymn I’d weep. I knew nothing of despair that mothers extraordinary moments, or of mystics like Saint John of the Cross who scribed, “In the lucky dark, no light to guide, except for my heart this fire inside.” If I had known that saints and mystics are friends of depression, despair, and confusion, I might have weathered the storms of restless change with more grace.

Finally some spirit pushed me to ask my dance history professor about dance in church. I knew that once I admitted an interest in religion, there was no going back. Just as I feared, she raised her eyebrows. My credibility quota was in jeopardy. In spite of the look on her face she suggested that I read the autobiography of Ruth St. Denis.

In the early 1900s, after seeing a coffee shop cigarette poster of the Egyptian Goddess Isis, Ruth St. Denis had a vision of the divine dance that took her on a journey around the world to perform dances called “Radha” and “Incense.” She began to teach, taught Martha Graham and fell in love with a former Methodist seminarian turned dancer, Ted Shawn. Together they formed Denishawn, one of the birthplaces of American modern dance.
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