THERE'S ONLY THE DANCE

We have talked in depth over this series I call “From Seeker to Server” about we move from seeking a closer connection to God to a path of service that is truly a path of joy.  We’ve explored how to feel and answer that yearning, how to pour your life out in a way that lifts you beyond the boundaries of yourself. And I've talked about the different paths that that service can take - healing, teaching, ministering, creating. I've also talked about the transformation that takes place within us when we give ourselves as completely as we can to the movement of spirit coming from within and seeking to pour out into the world. 
This is the transformation that takes place in us as the vessel of that flow that comes in and moves through, taking on some of the unique individual coloration like a tinted lens with the light coming through as it goes out into the world. That movement of spirit is not just pure spirit but it's spirit with a taste of Susan or Gay or Tony or Sandra. As it comes through it is always unique, always new, never ever the same way twice. 
That's why each one of us is so important because the way in which spirit can enter the world through us cannot be done by anybody else, cannot be duplicated. We are each a unique manifestation of the divine. We're not required to bring that manifestation into fullness but it's the greatest gift that we can give to ourselves and to the world around us.
 I talked about the four phases from Seeker to Server: about first hearing the call and finding the path, secondly finding the form which it produces through us, and thirdly the transformation that happens as we try to work with, embody, be, live that form. It's a fire, a crucible that refines us. And then finally, in the fourth phase, the end and the beginning.
Now we're at the end of the end and my title is "There's Only the Dance." I think the solo was really touching on that with the lyrics: "And I could have missed the pain - but if I'd missed the pain I would have missed the dance." 
To me, the path of service, a life of service, is a life that is continually opening, expanding to allow more life in. It doesn't restrict itself to a vision of what's good or what's perfect or what's right in a narrow way that eliminates, that separates, that isolates. We're not talking about a static image of holiness, or goodness, or perfection here in the sense of something fixed and finished and identifiable. We're talking about a dynamic movement, a flow of life that keeps opening and expanding and finding ever new expressions, configurations, postures—like a dance. 
Standing in place, immobilized, in a perfect posture or pose is not a dance. It is not life. Life is itself a 
movement, a continuously transforming movement. If we're going to align ourselves with life then 
we have to be in motion. If we're going to be in motion, we're going to be in continuous change. We're 
not going to be the same from one second to the next. We cannot repeat any more than the Divine can repeat what has come before or what we've done before. Just think about how many times in your life have you tried to go back and repeat a superlative moment, tried to figure out some way to get back into that space. Or conversely, how much time have you spent trying to avoid a really agonizing one,trying to protect yourself and avoid anything that might recreate that moment. The factis God never manifests the same way twice even within our own experience. The dance goes on, the river flows on, the movement keeps changing and re-arranging.

When we stand perfectly still, as if this is really it, now I'm not going to move, I'm perfect, I'm finished, 
I'm done, there's no movement. But if there's a step that leads to pain then there's an automatic 
rebalancing. If there's a step that throws us head first into darkness, it takes a little longer but we 
scramble back to our feet and rebalance. If we get knocked over, pushed over backwards by the blow of 
something unexpected, positive or negative, an impact, then we come back to center. One of the first 
things they teach people in the martial arts or in dance is how to find that center of gravity in the
body. I don't know if you've ever participated in a class like this but most people initially stand very
much off center and off balance so that you can walk up to them and tap them and they start to fall 
over, to lose their balance. But someone who's found their center, their center of gravity, their place of 
balance is almost immovable because they can move with and rebalance automatically, spontaneously 
with whatever comes at them. They are ready to respond in the moment to any kind of touch or
movement and that response is never off center or out of balance. It's rooted and comes from that 
centered  place.

Somehow this week, I'm still not sure exactly how, I hurt my back. It’s the first time I've ever had this 
kind of back pain in my life, and it's very interesting - because if I move a hair, just a hair the wrong way, 
I get sheets of pain up and down my back, like fire running up and down. It's neurological; it's not 
muscular. It's very interesting. It's an immediate feedback system. I have a space in which I am lined up 
and centered and ok and that's it. No deviation. There's a certain way in which I can support myself and 
be all right, but if I deviate from that I get instant feedback that I've lost my center or lost my balance. 
But the other interesting part of it is that if I stay too long in any one position, I also get the same 
feedback. So my center has to be a moving center. It has to keep shifting and changing. I can't sit for too 
long or stand for too long or walk for too long or lie down for too long. The center is always seeking a 
new arrangement. It's been very instructive for me to feel in my body when it becomes this sensitized 
how unconscious I am in my body most of the time and how little I'm in touch with whether I'm in 
balance, centered, aligned or not. I'm sure most of the time I'm not because I’ve felt this week all my 
tendencies to go off center all day every day. I've noticed how often I tend to forget and lose my 
alignment. 

Pain is an interesting thing. I haven't wanted to take any pain killers because the pain is a message to me 
as to when I'm exacerbating what's wrong with me. It’s a message as to when I'm losing my center.
I now realize I have a real fear of numbing myself out so I won't even know when I might be causing 
damage just because I can't feel it. Do you follow me on how we do this in our lives, that we find ways to 
numb ourselves so that we don't notice when we're throwing ourselves out of balance, out of whack, 
when we're losing the dance and beginning to stumble. 

The dance is that continual returning to center, a maintenance of balance. If you've watched any dancer, 
they can do myriads of movements and often do, some in a state of hyperextension and some in a state 
of hypercontraction. But always the center is maintained; the balance is there. And when you know,
when you can feel where that center is, that creates a freedom then, a real freedom to extend yourself 
in any way that you can imagine. Any way that you can imagine - you can explore your possibilities,
knowing that your center is clear and strong and will rebalance and will bring you back if you go too far, 
that your consciousness will alert you.
How does this translate to spiritual work? I think of the dervishes and the turning because when a dervish turns for the world, the only way a dervish can turn is to have an absolutely solid center of gravity and that center of gravity is right here in the heart.  When the dervish is turning, full attention is in one place and that's right here in the heart. At the same time, the name of God is being sounded in the heart again and again and again and again and again. The sounding of that name in the heart provides the center from which the spinning can take place because otherwise you lose your balance and fall down very quickly. But they can spin for hours only because they are centered in the Divine right here in the human heart.
To be in our spiritual center in life means first of all knowing how to bring ourselves to that center, how 
to find it, how to feel it, how to know it. The first thing you have to learn in the martial arts or in dance is 
how to find your physical center of gravity, and how to hold it and how to identify when you lose it. The 
spiritual center of gravity is not in the pelvis; it’s in the heart. We have to learn to identify when we've
lost it and how to return to it, which is a lot of what we try to do here on Sunday mornings. At least once 
a week we come together and remember together where the center is and return there. 

The second thing is, having found that center, knowing how to keep yourself in it, how to remember 
yourself moment to moment to stay in that center so that you don't go spinning out of balance. That 
means you need to keep calling, remembering the name of God in your heart moment to moment, 
breath to breath. This is the way of the mystics of all time. It's the invocation of the divine name. It can 
be whatever divine name most speaks to you. It’s the center of the universe. Oh yeah, I know what I'm
doing here, oh yeah, I know what my source, I know what my center is, Allah, Allah, 
Lord Jesus Christ, Amitahba. It doesn't matter what the name is. What matters is the
intention to remember that at the center of my being dwells the Divine that is the source of all things.
When we are grounded in that center on an ongoing basis, then no matter what we are doing in terms of our activities, we are living the life of service because every movement, every action arises from the center, is informed by, filled by the center. It is said among the dervishes that a dervish is not responsible for their actions; they're only responsible for their intentions. If we're rooted in our intention, then our actions will take care of themselves because they will be informed by the highest, truest, most compassionate place within us and the most joyful. Because it is a joyful dance,                                                           even when it hurts. 

All week long, it’s been funny, I keep bursting out laughing because I go to do something and instantly 
the pain is there - and it makes me laugh because I realize how out of it I usually am. I'm not used to 
being so conscious in my body and it makes me laugh.  It's a funny thing to be so immediately brought to 
my senses. I feel like I'm playing at a new level here somehow. So it's a joyful dance. It's a dance where 
the heart has wings. I know I can stand up here and say it to you in simple words, and yet
I've really been talking about nothing else for four months and actually for the years of doing this 
ministry. If it was easy, we would have had this talk years ago, and we would have gone home and that 
would have been it. Yet we need to come together to remember, to reconnect with our own center, 
and with our collective center, to remember the gift that we've been given in life.

As you continue on your path, I invite you to remember the dance. Whatever steps
your life is drawing you into, whatever the movement, whatever the whirl, whatever
the twirl, whatever the leap or the collapse, this is your dance – let it bring you back to your center.
Remember that this life is your dance. There's not a right or wrong way to do it. There is only your way 
of being in the dance.
I want to close with just a couple of readings. The first is from T. S. Eliot.
 At the still point of the turning world 
Neither flesh nor fleshless 
Neither from nor towards 
At the still point,
There the dance is 
But neither a rest nor movement 
And do not call it fixity where past and future are gathered 
Neither movement from nor towards 
Neither ascent nor decline 
Except for the point, the still point 
There would be no dance 
And there is only the dance.

And this:
The dervish, the mystic, the lover of God is both here and not here 
His intention to be one with God is made outside of time unconditionally 
He recognizes his unity with the life which pervades and permeates all things 
His every heartbeat is an action of the pulse of life itself 
With his heartbeat leaves burst into the universe 
Waves crash upon the sea 
The seasons rotate 
The cosmic dance of the stars revolves
The earth turns 
He stands, you stand 
As the thread between heaven and earth 
At the still point of the turning world 
At the intersection of time and the timeless where the dance is.
