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This sermon is entitled, the Dance of Heart and Spirit.  I want to talk about how life itself is 
like a dance.  How we live demonstrates our own grace, dexterity, heart, and spirit, just like 
we witness in a dancer.    
 

To begin, on the Eve of Thanksgiving, I looked up the synonyms for spirit, and I just want to 
give you an idea of what all appeared: energy, courage, character, enthusiasm, essence, 
humor, mood, morale, quality, resolve, vigor, temperament, vitality, warmth, will, animation, 
ardor, backbone, boldness, breath, complexion, dauntlessness, disposition, earnestness, 
fire, force, guts, liveliness, sparkle, substance, zest, life force, and vital spark; and that is not 
all.   
 

So, please don’t expect me necessarily to dance all of this for you today in five minutes at 
the close of this sermon, I certainly would like to do these words justice, to the best of my 
ability.  But I want you to feel the meaning of what expectations can be for a comprehensive 
dance of spirit, and also, I think we assume these will all be ever-present in a meaningful 
life. 
 

Philosophers have emphasized that the only thing that does not change is that everything 
must change.  We live, love, and learn, and cannot remain the same.  We continue to 
evolve, even against our own will.  Life tends to surprise us with exactly what we need to 
grow and grow stronger.  But at times it may seem that some force is turning the hand of 
fate methodically in the wrong direction.     
 

All good things come to an end.  We give thanks for all the gifts of life, and feel that all is 
resolved.  Then suddenly something changes, or shifts, and it feels as though our world is 
turning upside down.  Yet, time always leads towards a mysterious future, and we have the 
capacity to heal unimaginable sorrows.   
 

So what does this mean?  This is the soul of religion, for many.  Why is there suffering?  As 
we encounter the events of this life, at times painful, at times inspiring, we have the 
fundamental choice to demonstrate grace, resilience, and strength.  Like a dancer, we face 
life head on and respond accordingly.  Whether we are onstage or off, we each have to 
move through life, with all our skill, coordination, and balance.    
 

The heart of Buddhism rests on the recognition that the problem in life is impermanence, 
the fact that nothing is fixed.  We don’t have the stability that we long for, and we aren’t 
unconnected in life.  This pertains not only to the world around us, but to our inner 
world.  We ourselves are constantly moving, changing, thinking, and feeling beings. 
  
This implies the idea of interdependence.  One thing is connected to many others, and the 
movement of time determines that all unfolds towards the mystery of the future.  We 
influence and are influenced by many other living beings, and factors.   
 

In graduate school I learned once again, what many of us know very early on, that much 
that is most valuable about life is not tested or learned in school.  Our constancy, and 
soulful presence, creativity, spirituality,and innovative risks are not often evaluated, 
acknowledged, or even accommodated.  We have to find wisdom in ourselves, often 



through a painful process of trial and error, stumbling through some of life’s experiences, 
when we would prefer to exhibit more elegance.   
 

Likewise, dancers can learn techniques to support forms and systems of moving beautifully 
and/or in an interesting way, but each person needs to find what drives them to move, what 
inspires them to dance.   
 

Life is not just what we do, but how we live.  How we respond to others, how we resonate 
with what we encounter.  We live this life with the intangibles of integrity, passion, and 
love.  In our contemporary world, what we say and think has a rather unnatural dominance 
over our own awareness of the importance of living, the wonder of life itself.   
 

Much of life’s most poignant qualities are not logical, but lyrical.  Living is not just about 
what we own, or possess, or reason to be true.  Martin Luther King Jr. is most known for 
sharing wisdom, such as:  “Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate 
cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.  The ultimate measure of a man is not where 
he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of 
challenge and controversy.”  
 

These ideas ring so true in our time, and especially at this time, in this post-election 
season.  Hillary Clinton suffered a painful defeat for presidency, even while winning the 
popular vote.  I believe, what is more meaningful about her is her dignity in recognizing a 
difficult outcome, and the strength she demonstrates to persevere in her life’s work, day 
after day after day.  She won’t be conquered by one door slamming shut. 
 

King also emphasized the importance of focusing on the positive, rather than the 
negative:  “I am fundamentally an optimist.” he said.  “Whether that comes from nature or 
nurture, I cannot say. Part of being optimistic is keeping one’s head pointed toward the sun, 
one’s feet moving forward. There were many dark moments when my faith in humanity was 
sorely tested, but I would not and could not give myself up to despair.” 
 

These are all encouraging words, especially in the face of adversity.  Even if you do not 
believe in an avenging God who judges the totality of one’s life choices and heart; we can 
conceive of life as a dance, a work of art.  Like music, it is fleeting, yet can be enduring.  It 
happens moment to moment and is difficult to recreate, even on film, which makes it 
precious, especially in contemporary life, where so much is looked on as disposable.  Each 
person has their own perspective on a dance, or on any given life experience.  A dancer is a 
living, breathing being, and the extent to which we are moved to feel in a profound way is 
largely up to each one of us, the audience.  We cultivate our own capacity to be moved by 
life. 
 

There is power in the present moment.  This moment right now holds the past, present and 
future together.  The memory of all that has passed away, all that is to come, is only 
experienced now.    We live this moment, in a vital way, right into our lives, all the 
time.  Who we are is a dynamic organization of memories, feelings, thoughts, impressions, 
and deeply cherished beliefs.  It is a complex situation that we deal with, all the time. 
 

Kazuo Ohno is one of my favorite dancers, because he shows the awe of a child, and the 
innocence of one who is aware of the complexities of life and of living, yet chooses to 



embrace it all, and create mystery and beauty through movement and stillness. He creates 
a poignant metaphor for a life well-lived.  In his book he says: 
 “Ultimately, it doesn’t really matter how successful or frugal our lives are.  What is of 
importance, though, is how you cherish life.  Your every deed creates a connection with 
others, regardless of how insignificant that relation may appear.  Your relationships, 
irrespective of whether they strike you as being close or distant, do have a direct impact 
upon your life.  Like it or not, we all need to acknowledge that we are interdependent; we 
are interconnected.”   
 

Being available to witness our inner life, and outer world, with clarity, is our choice to say 
“yes” to life, moment to moment to moment.  Ironically, once people reach the end of life, 
they often wish they had taken their time, and enjoyed life more, become closer to 
others.  Relationship, quality of life, also taking risks is what people speak about, when time 
becomes most precious.  I taught classes on Death and Dying in university, and this is what 
nurses who were interviewed stressed again and again. 
 

Dancer Ruth St. Denis once said: “To dance is motion, which is love, proportion, which is 
power.  To dance is to live life harmonized purified...under siege by a modern world in which 
there is no time to know and no space to move.”  In dance the whole spectrum of grace to 
fragility and awkwardness is on display.  We are not here simply for our own entertainment, 
hopefully.  Dance, at its best, touches the awe-inspiring moments/aspects of life.   
 

Doris Humphrey, another American Modern dancer, says that everyone is familiar with 
powerful responses to music:   

“The symphony, for example, is abstract; it does not tell a story, yet great masses of 
people are profoundly stirred by the marvellous interplay of tone, rhythm, melody and 
harmony.  These elements... recall experience, purge and elevate the spirit, and, by 
organizing harmony against disharmony, help to make the tragedy of living bearable.  The 
very fact that music such as this is abstract makes it powerful.  Each one who listens may 
interpret the sounds in [his/her] own way; it speaks...directly… It means different things to 
different people” 
 

Science proves that the mind influences the body.  If we are unhappy, we may become 
physically ill.  Likewise, if we are ill, we may become deeply unhappy.   Like a snowflake, 
like fire, we each shine a unique light onto the world.  We allow the rare spirit of who we are 
fundamentally to express ourselves.  No one can live your life but you yourself. 
 

To conclude, we can focus on the creative power, rather than the destructive power of 
humanity, in life as well as in art.  If we move with light and love, we can bring this energy 
into the world.  The spiritual is the unknown, but knowable territory of human nature, which 
we cannot articulate.  I would like to end with a dance.   
 


