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 “Out on the Dance Floor, Up on the Balcony” 

 

“Have compassion for everyone you meet even if they don’t want it.   

What seems conceit, bad manners or cynicism is always a sign 

Of things no ears have heard, no eyes have seen. 

You do not know what wars are going on down 

Where the spirit meets the bone. 

Forget your perfect offering. 

There is a crack in everything. 

That is how the light gets in.” 

 

Any sermon on dance and religion needs to begin with a clip from 

This song: (play Footloose). 

Remember Footloose? 

Of course we do, or at least Gen X’s in our midst do, 

Which was made famous from the film of the same name 

Featuring Kevin Bacon with his mullet hair cut (business in the front, party in the 

back) as a Chicago kid who moves to a small Indiana town to live with his 

Aunt and uncle, 

Where he soon learns the city council has, on the authority of Rev. Shaw Moore, 

banned dancing and rock music. 

And this being a Hollywood film, what does Kevin’s character do but fall 

For the good Rev.’s daughter?  Uh-oh. 

 

And with her schemes about how to do away with the no dancing law so  

All the kids can a have a senior prom, 

Which culminates in Kevin’s character going to the city council meeting 
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With his Walkman headphones around his neck and a bible in his hand, 

Which he opens and begins quoting scripture verses that support dancing, 

Including: Psalm 30 “You have turned for me my mourning into dancing”  

And Psalm 149 “Let them praise God’s name with dancing!” 

And Jeremiah “Go forth in the dance of the merrymakers!” 

Who’s ready to confess that the film was one of their first introductions 

To the bible? 

 

And this being Hollywood and not an actual small Indiana town, 

The preacher’s wife is moved to tears, and tells her husband he’s got it all wrong, 

After which he tells his congregation that next Sunday to pray for the  

High school students who will now be allowed to put on the prom, 

Which will held at the local grain mill (fancy!). 

The last scene of the movie, do you remember? 

Shows the minister and his wife dancing outside the mill for the first time in years. 

 

Well, Footloose was a terrible, terrific teen movie (don’t see the 2011 remake!), 

But I bring it up because when it was released, in 1984, I was along with my  

Contemporaries just turning 14, just entering an all boys Catholic high school, 

And thus,  

Also facing the terrible, terrific freshman dance mixers…oh boy… 

When all the girls from our sister school St. Joseph’s would arrive on buses  

To our gold and purple school colors gymnasium on a Friday night, 

The smell from the Old Spice that the boys had borrowed from their dads 

Mixing with the girls’ perfume mixing with the smell from that afternoon’s 

Junior varsity basketball game…gross, right? 
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But memorable, so much so that even to this day when I walk through the men’s 

section of the mall and smell Old Spice I am transported back in time 

To those terrific, terrible nights all those years ago 

When the girls came into the gym swarmed together like a giant beehive 

And all the boys sat slumped in steel gray metal chairs in shirts some 

Of us ironed ourselves, 

Us and them separated by 50ft of some of the most open, dangerous, empty, 

Uncomfortable, inviting, scary territory known to many teenagers everywhere, 

A territory called The Dance Floor. 

 

And while the DJ played “Let’s Hear if the For the Boy” and “Bang Your Head” 

by Quiet Riot and “Hurts So Good” by John Mellencamp  

We all looked at each other and wondered: Who would go first? 

Who would come off the sidelines? 

Who would risk what everyone did or didn’t think of them? 

Who would take that dance of faith? 

Because even though Maya Angelou invites us in our opening quote 

‘to dance like no one is watching’ one has to wonder:  

was she ever a teenager? 

 

And there I was, pimples popping out of my face,  

Mainly on the right, so that when I wanted to look at a girl 

I would try to look at her sideways to show my clearer profile, 

All uncomfortable and unsure and too introspective for my own good. 

And while it was true teachers in the religion department assured me that God 

loved me, 

That I was agape to God, loved without condition, 
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What I wanted most of all was not be loved by God, 

But to be noticed by a girl,  

Or at least confident enough to do more than wobble my head to the bass. 

Friends, does this sound at all familiar? 

 

So let us leave my 14year-old self there on the sidelines,  

On the bench of life, hesitating, cautious, fearful, self-critiquing…. 

And let us imagine ourselves going up to the balcony, 

Above the dance floor, 

So that we can make a couple observations and reflections together. 

 

And the first is this:   Can you handle your ultimate desirability? 

Your unique mystery and beauty?  

Can you celebrate that no one is like you, with your unique gifts, 

And that you have something that you and only you can give? 

The question might provoke some of us to remember a  

SNL skit in the early 90’s called “Daily Reflections with Stuart Smalley,” 

Played by then comedian and now Senator Al Franken, 

Who stares at the mirror in the morning in his v-neck sweater and molded hair 

and says in reassuring self-help tones: 

“I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggone it, people like me!” 

 

It was very funny, and all of America laughed, 

Because….why?  Because Stuart seems so shallow and self-involved and needy. 

Get a grip, man! We said. 

And then we grew older and started taking selfies everywhere and counting our 

friends on Facebook and our followers on Instagram and Twitter 
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Kind of ironic, isn’t it?   

 

Which is why I’m asking us if we can handle our ultimate desirability. 

Not the fleeting kind of desirability, the kind that lasts as long 

As the haircut or the new car or the new job or the whitened teeth 

Or the young body 

Or the new love who tells you they love everything about you 

But the kind that allows you to come alive and stay alive no matter 

How you look or what you do or how old you’ve become or how precarious your 

health may be. 

 

Can you handle your ultimately desirability even then? 

Can you handle it, in other words, enough to tell your 14-year-old self 

Or your 43 yr old self or your 63 year-old self or your silent generation self 

To get off the sidelines and go do whatever dance is waiting for you? 

Because the music is always on and just like earlier, we’re kind of looking at  

Each other wondering: Who will go first? 

Who will come off the sidelines? 

Who will risk what everyone did or didn’t think of them? 

Who will take that dance of faith? 

 

Which leads to another observation we might have together, which is this: 

What would it mean for us to say that our faith, our spiritual life, is in our body 

And not just in our heads? 

I think of this question often as a professional religious person in a tradition 

Whose roots rest with Puritans, a people who wanted their meetinghouses plain 

and austere, and resisted all forms of music, save for chanting of the Psalms, 
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To keep them focused without distraction on God, 

And that also counts as a hero, rightfully so, William Channing, 

The minister of Arlington Street Church, who preached that what religion needed 

most of all was reason and rationality to curb what he thought of as emotional 

excess in the popular religion of his early 19th century times. 

 

Well, ok, William, I’m thinking from the balcony. 

But can I confess?  We are more than brains with boots on. 

Amen?  Amen. 

I don’t miss the theology of my Catholic home, 

But I do long for the ways those services asked me to smell, taste, move 

(kneeling!), listen, watch, see.   

Did we dance?  Well, there was the time when Fr. Oughten pulled out it his 

acoustic guitar and, in sandals and beard, asked us to groove to this new hymn he 

heard. 

It was painfully uncomfortable.  Ugh.  But healthy.   

Because our souls get stronger when they are stretched, just like our bodies do. 

 

I have looked forward to the dance portion of our worship for months now 

For all these reasons, knowing full well just how uncomfortable we all might get 

with it. 

That 14-year-old part of us is still alive and well. 

 

But I also know this…that in this room, in this congregation, in our families, 

In our communities there are all these bodies in different conditions –  

Young, old, taught, wrinkled, scarred, weakened,  

Full of chemo, topped up with multivitamins, 
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In shape, in resolutions to get in shape, vulnerable, heavy, just born, 

And preparing to die.  All these bodies, all these different conditions! 

Can you handle your ultimate desirability, whatever the condition? 

 

A faith that is engaged with the body is a faith that isn’t cut off 

Or blind to the joy, power, autonomy, freedom, pleasure 

And the dependence, vulnerability, fear, and mortality  

We carry around with us 

inside these precious moving, breathing, dancing vessels. 

It’s a faith that acknowledges our reliance on others, 

That in this dance of life we need partners and caretakers 

And doctors and lovers and friends who will take us 

By their hands, carrying us if need be, from the sidelines 

Out onto the dance floor. 

 

Back in the early par to the 20th century many of our pulpits, 

And much our stationary, were inscribed with the motto: 

Upward and Onward Forever, meant to express our positive  

Theology that said humankind, blessed with rationality, 

Would progress without limit. 

But then WWII happened and proved them wrong. 

So I suggest perhaps a new motto: 

Get off the sidelines and get out on the dance floor. 

Amen. 

 

“In the Mood” 
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