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ABSTRACT 

EMILY WRIGHT 

DANCING CHRISTIAN: NARRATIVE, EMBODIED ACTION, CHOREOGRAPHY 

IN AMERICAN EVANGELICAL AND EMERGENCE CHRISTIANITY 

DECEMBER 2016 

Dancing Christians occupy marginalized spaces on two fronts: within the context 

of American Christianity, dance is a denigrated faith practice with a contested history; 

within the context of Western concert dance, Christian dance is often viewed as 

technically and aesthetically substandard. The current literature on dance and Christianity 

is limited and tends to focus on amateur practices within the church worship service 

setting. This dissertation examines dancing Christians in the professional context to 

determine how faith informs dance practices and, conversely, how dance influences 

practices of faith. 

For this research, I developed a multisite, qualitative study of four professional 

dance companies. During a fourteen-month period, I conducted participant-observations 

and ethnographic interviews with artistic directors, choreographers, and company 

members who identify as evangelical and/or emergent Christians. In exploring the role of 

the body, I note that some dancing Christians communicate contradictory messages 

around the body, as in the case of one company which situates the body as a vehicle to be 

used in Christian service while simultaneously affirming the notion of body/mind 

wholeness as the ultimate end of Christian practice. Others frame the body as a starting 
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point for audiences and dancers to share in a common resonance with the human 

experience. I contend that traditional devotional activities, such as prayer, Bible study, 

and singing, are embodied actions that dancing Christians use as a means to prime the 

body to experience Western concert dance as religious activity. Further, rather than 

demonstrating a unified aesthetic sensibility, my findings show that dancing Christians 

produce a diverse range of choreographic constructions, from story ballets framed as 

church services to postmodern works abstracted from individual spiritual journeys. I 

argue that dancing Christians frame professional dancing as religious practice in order to 

actualize individual and communal religious identities.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: “DANCING CHRISTIAN” 

I am standing in a public park in the middle of a busy city intersection. I face 

away from the plaza as the recorded music begins, amplified over speakers that 

help the sound to fill the open space. My stomach twists with the nervous 

anticipation I’ve come to associate with the moments before a performance. When 

I hear my cue, I turn around and see that a large crowd has gathered to watch 

our presentation. I am taken by surprise—this plaza seemed almost deserted just 

a few moments ago. Later, other members of our performing ensemble will 

attribute the rapid gathering of spectators to the influence of the Holy Spirit. I 

will agree, but I will also wonder if our novelty as white performers in this mid-

sized Mexican port city is also a significant contributing factor. I make eye 

contact with my friend and fellow performer and we begin a slow and weighted 

walk forward.1 

In the preceding autoethnographic reflection, I remember one of my first 

encounters with the phenomenon of Christian dance. Although I grew up immersed in 

practices of dance and religion from a very young age, these were separate worlds with 

                                                      
1 Throughout this dissertation, I use autoethnographic reflections (set off in italics at the 

beginning of each chapter) as a way to show resonances and points of connection from 

my own experience as a participant in this field of inquiry and, conversely, as a way to 

juxtapose radical departures in my experiences from those of my participants. 
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separate concerns. I did not feel a sense of their inherent antagonism, I simply did not 

consider that these two worlds could speak to one another. I did not see any connections 

between them and I did not see others making those connections either. It was not until I 

was invited to join a dance drama team as part of my local church youth group that I was 

introduced to the idiosyncratic ways in which American Christians were attempting to 

combine dance and faith in the name of evangelism. Suddenly, I was aflame with the 

possibilities for this new-found endeavor for my life’s trajectory. Immersed in the 

American evangelical youth culture of the late 1980s and early 90s, I was taught that the 

ultimate goal in life was to seek a personal relationship with Jesus and to try to discover 

God’s will and purpose for my life. Despite the fact that I received excellent training in 

Graham-based, German expressionist-influenced modern dance, I had never shown more 

than a half-hearted interest in dance lessons during my childhood.  

Much to my parents’ bewilderment, during my junior year of high school, I began 

to throw myself passionately into my dance training. I joined the newly formed “dance 

ministry team” at my church. I sought out additional training opportunities through a 

local Christian dance studio to expand my technical range to include ballet technique. 

And I began to research and apply for college dance programs, ultimately settling on a 

rigorous pre-professional ballet and modern program at a Christian university in Jackson, 

Mississippi. Throughout these early years of training and experience, I continued to ask 

myself the following questions: What does it mean to be a Christian dancer? How is 

Christian dance different from other forms of dance, especially since it seems to use the 

same vocabulary, choreographic practices, training modalities, and concert presentation 
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conventions? Is there more than one way to be a dancing Christian? Although in the 

intervening years I have since diverged from a definitive affiliation with American 

evangelicalism, I have continued to ask these questions as a dance artist, educator, and 

scholar. 

This dissertation establishes a context for the study of American evangelical and 

emergent Christian dance, articulates its significance to the fields of dance and religious 

studies, and provides a rationale for the importance of this endeavor at this particular 

cultural and historic moment. Further, this dissertation contributes to a recent body of 

literature in the field of religious studies that frames American Christianity as cultural 

practice and incorporates an analysis of the body in this practice.  

In the following chapters, I explore the ways in which practices of dance and faith 

coalesce to form and perpetuate individual and community identities for professional 

concert dancers who are also Christian. This dissertation examines the ways in which 

these participants construct particular kinds of meanings around the blending of dance 

and faith. I argue that Christianity shapes the practices of Western concert dance that 

participants employ. Conversely, Western concert dance influences the kinds of Christian 

practices participants engage in. In these contexts, dance is framed as a religious practice 

with profound effects on dancing Christians’ individual and communal identities.  

Christian Dance/Dancing Christian 

Dance has almost certainly been a part of Christian practice from its earliest 

inception and in the many various forms that Christianity has taken in different times and 

cultures throughout history (Aldrich 2008; Davies 1984; Ehrenreich 2006; Jonas 1998). 
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Today, the term “Christian dance” is broad and can stand in for many different kinds of 

movement practices in different contexts. Christian dance can be used to describe 

ritualistic processional movement performed by priests in a Catholic mass. It can mean 

the ecstatic spontaneous movements of charismatic Christians in ebullient praise and 

worship. Christian dance also extends to movements that happen outside the context of 

religious observance within the walls of a church building. Although not always 

explicitly expressive of religion, Christian dance can occur in social dances, in prayer 

circles and Bible studies, or in private devotional observances of individual practitioners. 

Ultimately, Christian dance occurs any time people who call themselves Christian make 

movements that they define as dance that in some way express their religious faith. In the 

same way Christian contemporary music is defined, not by its musical style but by its 

lyrical content, Christian dance is in many contexts defined by its association with a 

particular theological perspective and style of worship.  

When I first began to write about the typical delineations of Christian dance 

among contemporary practitioners, I created a central division between spontaneous and 

choreographed dance (Wright 2011). To my knowledge, no other published descriptions 

of the different types of Christian dance yet exist, thus the following conceptualizations 

come from the development of my previous writing and my experience as a participant in 

this field for more than twenty years. Spontaneous dance is improvised and often 

exuberant. It is usually practiced as part of a communal worship service among 

congregations from charismatic theological backgrounds and is sometimes referred to as 

“dancing in the Spirit.” Choreographed dance is pre-planned and arranged to fall within a 
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specific order of the worship service or some other performance context. Although 

“sacred dance” has long been utilized by religious studies to refer to religious dances in 

non-Western cultures, sacred dance was popularized in a Christian context by the Sacred 

Dance Guild (SDG), which was founded in 1958 to “enrich faith through movement” 

(“About the Sacred Dance Guild” n.d.). While perhaps the broadest possible term, many 

Protestant evangelical practitioners reject the term because SDG’s interfaith stance is so 

expansive that, for some, it loses its distinctiveness as a Christian practice. Others refer to 

this type of dancing as “liturgical dance.” With its root word association with the liturgy, 

the order of worship in Catholic, Anglican, Episcopal, and other forms of worship, 

liturgical dance emphasizes processional formations, hand and arm gestures, a stilled 

torso, and a reverent attitude. Liturgical dance is typically associated with churches that 

are predominantly white. Finally, “praise dance” is a term commonly used by churches 

with a less formal worship style, particularly non-denominational congregations, African 

American congregations, and churches in the American South. Although processional 

formations and hand/arm gestures are still employed, other types of configurations, such 

as circular pathways, are also used. The execution and emotional quality of the 

movement is also quite different. Praise dance is typically more energetic and 

celebratory. Movement vocabulary may include leaps, jumps, and turns. Instead of a 

calmly reverent performance, the dancing is ecstatic, yet still pre-arranged and controlled. 

Some praise dancers will also incorporate “Hebrew dancing,” a reimagination of Biblical 

references to Hebrew dancing in the Old Testament that serves as an explicit marker of 

the legitimacy of dance in Christian worship. In this dissertation, I use the term “dancing 
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Christian” to indicate that dancing, with its valuing of the body and an emphasis on 

heightened physical expression, can provide a corrective to a religion that has long 

privileged the mind, listening, thinking, reading, and speaking. In “White Soul/Forbidden 

Bodies: Dancing Christian From Ruth St. Denis to Pole Dancing for Jesus,” Michelle 

Timmons Summers also uses the term “dancing Christian,” but our projects differ 

distinctly. Summers uses the term as part of a framework she calls “passing and 

confessing” (2014, 17). She argues that for dances to be Christian they have to pass for 

Christian in some physical way in order to be vetted by Christian leaders or 

congregations. I agree with this framework in explicitly Christian contexts. However, I 

argue that something different is happening in the professional arena, especially with 

companies that are less overtly Christian. Further, a number of younger generation of 

neo-evangelicals, emerging Christians, progressive Christians, etc., are increasingly 

interested in working in less explicitly religious paradigms. In these contexts, dancing 

Christians are more concerned with passing as professional. They are concerned with 

demonstrating all the markers of professional Western concert dance and being 

considered legitimate participating members of those communities (perhaps despite a 

faith that could mark them as “outsider” in the professional concert dance scene). Not 

only do these practices indicate a different way for evangelicals to engage with the 

practice of dance, but they indicate larger currents of religious belief and practice in 

American evangelicalism that enable this way of working.  

I frame my participants as dancing Christians to indicate the sense in which 

“dancing” as an adjective describes a particular kind of people for whom dance is a part 
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of their religious practice. Kimerer LaMothe, in Nietzsche’s Dancers: Isadora Duncan, 

Martha Graham and the Revaluation of Christian Values, argues, “dance is a physical-

spiritual practice through which we cultivate physical consciousness of our kinetic image 

making as integral to the process of becoming human” (2006, 223). In this way, placing 

the term “dancing” before the term “Christian” is an attempt to rehabilitate the body in 

Christian practice. For practical purposes, when discussing the activity, I refer to it as 

Christian dance, but when talking about the participants, I refer to them as dancing 

Christians.  

For the purposes of my research, I focus on a subset of dancing Christians who 

are part of predominantly white, American evangelical and/or emergent Christian 

communities. I do this because it is the community I have had the most experience with, 

both professionally and personally, and because this particular kind of Christianity has 

become increasingly common in the United States since the 1960s. American 

evangelicalism is characterized by a literal interpretation of the Bible, casual worship 

services, emphasis on a personal relationship with God, and highly emotional 

experiences. Emergence Christianity is a more recent iteration of American 

evangelicalism that some argue is indicative of a significant shift in Christian theology 

and practice. Emergence Christianity can be characterized by an emphasis on the 

narrativity of scripture, rather than its historicity; the reimagination of ancient Christian 

rituals; an appreciation for sensual engagement in Christian services, such as the use of 

scented candles; and a high value placed on Christian service and social justice. In this 

dissertation, I consider the ways in which particular kinds of dance practices emerge from 
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these two strands of contemporary American Christian practice. I explore the formation 

and perpetuation of American evangelical and emergent Christian dance communities, as 

well as the individual practices and embodiment of evangelical Christianity, through 

multisite fieldwork with four regional professional companies. Ultimately, this dissertation 

asks what faith does for dance and what dance does for faith in the context of professional 

Western concert dance and American Christianity.  

Communities of Practice 

American Evangelicals as Communities of Practice 

This dissertation is situated in relationship to a growing body of literature in 

religious studies that explores American Christianity through the lens of cultural practice. 

These studies look particularly at the kinds of communities that result from narrative and 

embodied practices that contribute to mutually dialogic meaning making (Gerber 2011, 

Howell 2012). In framing contemporary American evangelicalism as cultural practice, 

this literature further suggests that American Christian cultural practices can also 

illuminate the larger American cultural landscape.2 In other words, the ways in which 

Christian dancers talk about what they are doing and the actual embodied activities they 

                                                      
2 Gallagher’s (2003) work on gender and evangelical family life argues that conservative 

Protestantism frames modernity as “culture” and adopts one of three stances to it: 

reacting and resisting; accommodating and compartmentalizing; and reinterpreting. 

Griffith’s (2004) work on American Christian diet cultures argues that the ways in which 

American Christians have conceptualized and practiced the relationship between the body 

and the soul has broader implications for social, cultural and political realities as well. 

Prothero’s (2003) work examines the history of American Christianity through the 

development of different perspectives surrounding the figure of Jesus. He argues that the 

ways in which Jesus has been conceptualized and enacted in different historical moments 

indicate larger trends in American culture.  
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practice coalesce in particular ways such that talking and acting contribute together to 

knowledge production. In the context of dance and religious studies, my work offers a 

unique vantage point on the cultural practices of contemporary American evangelicalism 

in that it places the body at the center of narrative and embodiment in the context of 

professional Christian dance.  

Christianity in general, and American evangelical Christianity in particular, is a 

religious tradition that emphasizes the concept of practice as central to the realization of 

faith. Numerous verses in Christian scripture point to a need to go beyond right belief to 

right action: “But someone may well say, you have faith and I have works; show me your  

faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my works” (James 2:18 [New 

American Standard Version]).3 Religious studies scholars use practice theory to explore 

the individual practices of American evangelicals as well as the ways in which these 

practices contribute to the formation of deeply felt communities (Maffly-Kipp, Schmidt, 

and Valeri 2006). For example, Bass notes, 

Practices are those shared activities that address fundamental needs and that, 

woven together, form a way of life. Reflecting on practices as they have been 

shaped in the context of Christian faith leads us to encounter the possibility of a 

                                                      

3 Although some translations are more popular than others, there is no single version of 

the Bible used by all American evangelicals. Throughout this dissertation, I highlight the 

use of these different translations when my participants quote or paraphrase different 

versions of scripture. This flexibility is one of the hallmarks of evangelicalism, which I 

will explore in Chapter Two. Further, this creative use of scripture highlights one of the 

means by which believers contextualize and apply Bible-reading to everyday life. 
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faithful way of life, one that is both attuned to present-day needs and taught by 

ancient wisdom. (1997, xi) 

Practice theory is uniquely situated to illuminate the richly complex practices of faith and 

dance developed by dancing Christians. Further, Maffly-Kipp et al. explain, “the 

exploration of practice is, at bottom, an examination of the intricate exercises of power, 

the procedures of enforcement, the spaces of negotiation, as well as the subtle tactics of 

resistance” (2006, 3). The participants in this study employ practices of dance and faith to 

carve out new spaces for embodied practice in Christianity. 

The term “evangelical” indicates in some ways the central practice of 

evangelicalism: to evangelize, to tell the story of good news, to live in such a way that 

one exemplifies the tenets of their faith and wins others to their cause. Luhrmann notes 

“people seem to call themselves evangelical to signal something about their own sense of 

their spirituality and their commitment to using it to change the world around them” 

(2012, 13). What this “change” can be is where the real work of practicing Christianity 

lies. For many, this means an emphasis on right-living and a cultivation of a personal 

relationship with God. For some, this means an emphasis on actual conversion to 

Christianity in the people around them. Some do this overtly through verbal articulation; 

for example, they might say, “I believe Jesus Christ is God and wants to have a personal 

relationship with you. If you believe this (as I would like you to) you can have a personal 

relationship with him too.” Some Christians believe they are to be about the work of 

telling the story of Jesus Christ, of delivering testimonies about the authenticity of God in 

their lives and the real changes that conversion to Christianity activates. Others assert that 
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a particular way of living life is a kind of unspoken testimony: “In the same way, let your 

light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in 

heaven” (Matthew 5:16 [New International Version]). Smith notes that “the main thrust 

of American Christianity over time has been activist: to try to improve American 

spiritually, morally, and socially, to get involved with the world, to evangelize, disciple, 

and transform it” (1998, 36). Evangelicals place a significant emphasis on determining 

what it means to live life as a Christian and then living that life as a kind of relational 

witnessing.  

Foundations in Practice Theory 

Practice theory is a conceptual framework, developed in the field of sociology, 

which looks at the structures that organize human behavior and give it meaning for 

participants. In Outline of a Theory of Practice, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 

argues that the objective, observable reality combined with the everyday habits, customs, 

etc. coalesce into a way of living in the world that structures communities and contributes 

to the construction of individual and group identity formation. Bourdieu defines practice 

theory as a way to negotiate between the objective structures and everyday lived 

experiences of human agents. One of his most significant conceptual contributions is the 

notion of habitus, which he defines as “a system of lasting, transposable dispositions 

which, integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of 

perceptions, appreciations, and actions” (1977, 82-83). In other words, habitus is the 

lifeworld of human agents. It is the combination of objective, observable structures and 

subjective, individual and communal experiences of those structures. Habitus produces 



 

 12 

and cultivates the sense of individual and communal identities that people develop in the 

process of living in the world. Bourdieu gives particular emphasis to embodiment as the 

means by which habitus becomes active for human agents.  

In this study, I use practice as the overarching framework to examine the kinds of 

individual and communal identities dancing Christians construct through narratives, 

embodied actions, and choreographic practices. Practice theory enables a particularly 

fruitful exploration of the phenomenon of Christian dance because it emphasizes the 

everyday lived experiences that create or contribute to communities in significant ways. 

These everyday experiences include: narratives—the stories dancing Christians construct 

to synthesize meanings in their dance and religious lives; embodied dance actions—

training, creating, rehearsing, and performing dances; embodied religious actions—

communal and individual Bible study, prayer, attending church services and other 

practices that make up the web of American evangelical Christianity; and 

choreography—the kinds of dances these narratives and embodied actions engender.  

In their construction of dancing communities, dancing Christians also practice 

micro-resistances as they navigate the structures of institutional religion and Western 

concert dance to produce particular kinds of embodied communities. French 

poststructuralist Michel de Certeau argues that practice can be a form of resistance, a way 

for individual human agents to contest the organizing principles of institutional 

structures. Utilizing the example of walking in the city, de Certeau demonstrates the ways 

in which individuals have continual opportunities to practice micro-resistances as they 

navigate established spatial formations of roads, sidewalks, and buildings and organizing 
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principles of traffic laws and social convention (2011, 91-110). Dancing Christians resist 

the mind-body dualism that is the heritage of traditional Christian practice. Instead, they 

offer a different kind of religious embodiment, one that attends to the body as expressive 

of religious devotion and integral to a life of Christian service. Dancing Christians also 

resist aspects of secular concert dance. They feel themselves called to a different standard 

of aesthetic presentation and interpretation, particularly in terms of offering a message of 

hope through their dance. 

An emphasis on doing, rather than knowing, in evangelical Christianity provides a 

complimentary framework for Bourdieu’s habitus since a central part of being an 

evangelical is practicing faith and constantly negotiating what that practice of faith 

should look like in the world. A key framework for the practice of evangelicalism is the 

notion of “being in the world, but not of it.” This phrase is repeated often in sermons, 

devotional writings, and in casual conversation, but this phrase does not actually occur in 

scripture. Rather, this concept seems to arise from the adaptation of several new 

testament verses, namely Romans 12:2 [NIV], which says “Do not be conformed to the 

pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be 

able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.” Verses 

like these are interpreted by evangelicals as a way to connect to God and to demonstrate 

that faith does real things. For them, understanding and practicing right-living in the 

world has real effects. It brings light, it brings glory to God. In this, dancing Christians 

“accomplish vital work for the producing communities even as they strive to reach the 

unconverted” (Fletcher 2015, 9). For dancing Christians, a central part of being a dancing 
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Christian in the world is learning what it means to be in the world, but not of it in within 

the framework of Western concert dance. 

Communities of Practice in Dance and Religious Studies 

Dance and religious studies share a common interest in practice as a theoretical 

approach. In recent years, religious studies have demonstrated an interest in embodied 

action as a framework for understanding “lived religion.” Yet, few religion scholars 

examine the role of the body in embodied dance action. Similarly, while dance studies 

focuses on the body, it fails to attend to the role of embodied religious action in dance. 

This dissertation places the fields of dance and religious studies in conversation with each 

other in order to demonstrate the ways in which dance operates as a religious practice for 

dancing Christians. The following examples demonstrate the ways in which practice 

theory paradigms from these respective fields can be fruitfully applied to the study of 

dancing Christians.  

In Dancing Communities: Performance, Difference, and Connection in the Global 

City, Judith Hamera conducts ethnographies of concert dance and amateur practices in 

Los Angeles as sites of the confluence of gender, race, class, and cultural identities in 

urban communities. Hamera asserts that aesthetics in general and dance techniques in 

particular can be framed as practices of everyday urban life that shape and are shaped by 

the processes of building dancing communities. Hamera argues against the notion that 

performances happen only to disappear. Rather, performances, framed as processes of 

“doing dance: making it, seeing it, learning it, talking, writing and fantasizing about it,” 

persist and are passed on in the techniques of movement and daily living practices that 
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participants cultivate (2011, 2). These dance practices are practices of everyday life that 

capture a particular kind of embodiment which contributes to unique community 

formations. 

Hamera asserts, “aesthetics principles, values and vocabularies organize where art 

works and produces meaning in social time and space” (2011, 3). In other words, 

aesthetic values reflect and reproduce socio-cultural values, yet they do more than reflect 

and reproduce because they can also move aesthetic values into new arenas. Further, 

technique is the labor that actualizes aesthetics. It is the work that makes aesthetics “go.” 

When applied to dance, Hamera argues that technique can be framed as the practices of 

dance and everyday life that collaboratively contribute to the construction of dancing 

communities. Hamera’s argument is foundational to my project since I argue that dancing 

Christians participate in this process of constructing dancing communities. Further, the 

kinds of communities that dancing Christians create are distinct in that they layer 

religious practices and dance practices in the construction of these communities. 

Although common themes emerge in the ways that dancing Christians attend to narrative, 

to embodied action, and to choreography, there is flexibility and idiosyncrasy in the ways 

in which individuals and groups practice the creative blending of dance and faith. In her 

conclusion, Hamera notes that “technique is also routine, ordinary, a series of tactics for 

living, not simply a strategy for moving” (2011, 209). In the communities dancing 

Christians construct, they create an approach to everyday life that produces a particular 

kind of embodied religious practice that attends to historic tensions between body and 

spirit in American Christianity. Something particular is happening in their emphasis on 
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the combination of Western concert dance and religion. Dance practices are reimagined 

as religious practices, as spiritual disciplines, and this does something unique—in the 

lives of participants, in the kinds of dance techniques that are practiced, in the kinds of 

choreographies produced, in the kinds of dancing communities formulated. Hamera 

notes, “this is the actual, difficult, daily practice of remaking themselves and each other 

as bodies; as communities however riven by internal contradictions imperfectly managed; 

as memories; and finally, perhaps, as paradigms that suggest other possibilities of coming 

together in labor and in difference to find or make something amazing” (2011, 137). 

Hamera’s work suggests several lines of inquiry for my project: What are the 

implications of these kinds of practices for dancing Christians? What are the implications 

of dancing Christian practices for the larger concert dance community and/or the larger 

American evangelical community?  

In Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation and American Culture, American 

anthropologist Cynthia Novack examines the nascent development of the contact 

improvisation subculture through the lens of cultural anthropology. Novack asserts that 

“culture is embodied” and as such, it is “a primary means of understanding, knowing, 

making sense of the world [that] comes through shared conceptions of our body-selves 

and through the movement experiences society offers us” (1990, 8). She deploys the term 

culture to connote a set of beliefs and practices of a group of people who share similar 

social, ethnic, political, and religious backgrounds. Novack argues that the beliefs and 

practices of people who participate in contact improvisation are inextricably intertwined 

with the twentieth century American culture within which it is situated. The participants 
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in this study are also involved in the process of shaping and being shaped by social, 

political, religious, and dancing communities. The results are uniquely constructed 

communities in which dancing and faith are inexplicably intertwined and mutually 

informative processes of dynamic cultural knowledge production. 

Religious studies also provide excellent examples of the ways in which the 

embodied actions contribute to the formation of communities of practice. In her study of 

Christian diet groups and “ex-gay” ministries Lynne Gerber uses Bourdieu’s habitus as a 

framework to demonstrate the ways in which practices, especially embodied actions, 

construct habitus for participants. She notes that this kind of training is especially 

effective if it incorporates bodily disciplines such as eating programs, communal weigh-

ins, memorization of scripture (for Christian diet programs) and training bodies in 

heteronormative comportment and nonsexual touch (“ex-gay” ministries). In other words, 

to truly experience a sense of identity formation or transformation, it is not enough to 

give mental assent to a range of theological tenets. One must embody the ideas of faith in 

practice. Dancing Christians embody their faith through unique physical practices and in 

so doing actualize spiritual, as well as physical, transformation.  

Scholars use the term “lived religion” to indicate the everyday practices people 

employ to make their faith real in their lives. In the case of the participants in this study, 

lived religion is constituted by the faith practices of dancing Christians and the ways in 

which these practices become a part of dancing training, dance teaching, dance-making 

and dance performance. McGuire argues that “embodied religious practice is often an 

important site of contested authority, dominance, and resistance” (2006, 189). She 
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concludes that embodied practices are the very stuff of which religions are made in that 

“lived religion is constituted by the practices by which people remember, share, enact, 

adapt, and create the “stories out of which they live” (2006, 197). The dancing Christians  

in this study employ practices of narrative, embodied action, and choreography as a 

means of embodying and enacting their faith in the world. 

Overview of Chapters: Dancing A Christian Narrative/Body/Choreography 

In this dissertation, I look at the particular ways that faith and dance intermingle: 

in narratives; in discourses of the body and embodied actions of dance and faith; and in 

particular kinds of choreographic processes and products. Before I delve into this 

territory, Chapter Two situates my project within the historical development of American 

evangelicalism and emergence Christianity in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

The history of American Christianity is one that reveals itself as a practice-based religion 

which circles around the notion of “being in the world, but not of it.” The advent of neo-

evangelicalism, with its emphasis on maintaining tension between the fundamental 

tenants of Christianity and rigorous engagement with secular culture, and the rise of 

emergence Christianity, with its emphasis on the sense, ritual and the arts, contributes to 

more generous spaces for the dancing body in contemporary Christian practice.  

Overview of Methodology Chapter 

As I analyzed the data, I began to see connections with Butler Bass’s categories of 

believing, behaving and belonging (2012, 47-48). In religious contexts, believing 

indicates participants’ religious ideas; behaving refers to their religious commitments; 

belonging points to their religious affiliations. These categorizations suggested a range of 
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questions for the study of dance and faith in Christianity: What do dancing Christians 

believe about the body? About dance? About religion? How do dancing Christians 

behave? What kinds of training, rehearsal and performance processes do they employ? 

What kinds of religious behaviors do they incorporate into the studio and the stage? What 

kinds of dances do they make? And, finally, how do dancing Christians belong? What 

contributes to a sense of individual and/or community identity as dancing Christians? 

How do they see themselves in the world? In relationship to other non-Christian dancers? 

To other non-dancing Christians? These categories seemed to line up with the narratives, 

embodied actions, and choreographies that were coming through in the data.  

Overview of Data Chapters 

In Chapter Four, I explore the kinds of narrative practices dancing Christians 

employ to support the integration of faith with professional dance. Dancing Christians 

practice a range of discursive strategies that help them to validate the practice of dance 

and to organize their experiences of dance and everyday life around Christian ideas. As 

evangelicals, dancing Christians value the centrality and authority of scripture, and they 

practice a way of re-scripting the Bible that imaginatively interprets passages and applies 

them to a concert dance context. In this way, a verse like Romans 12:1 [NIV], which 

states “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your 

bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper 

worship,” becomes a justification, or in some cases, a mandate to pursue rigorous 

technical training to dance as an offering of spiritual worship. In particular, I examine 

“testimony” as a kind of meaning-making strategy in which dancing Christians organize 
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and interpret their experiences. For each company, I identify narrative themes that 

coalesce around individual and communal identities and the ways in which these 

narratives contribute to the formation of communities of practice. In this chapter, I also 

explore idiosyncratic evangelical practices, such as “re-scripting the Bible for dance,” 

that mark participants as simultaneously Christian and dancers.  

In Chapter Five, I examine the ways in which dancing Christians enact a religious 

body in the contexts of faith and dance. Dancing Christians practice a religious body that 

is defined variously as temple, vessel, vehicle, medium. They reimagine the practice of 

concert dance as a kind of religious work. In this way, technique classes, the construction 

and rehearsal of choreography, and performance are framed as embodied actions of 

Christian devotion/worship (between the individual and God) and ministry (toward 

fellow dancers or audiences). In some instances, the structure of the company is 

reimagined as a kind of church or body of Christ in which artistic directors, teachers, 

and/or administrators take on a pastoral role and company members take on the role of 

congregants. This creates a fascinating hierarchical relationship that reproduces structures 

of power from both concert dance and institutional religion that are perhaps exponentially 

more powerful in the lives of participants than either structure would be separately. 

Sometimes Christian embodied religious action, such as an “altar call,” is inserted into 

the traditional concert dance structure. Some dancing Christians incorporate prayers, 

devotional Bible studies, and/or Christian worship songs into the technique class or pre-

performance preparations, which helps them frame the physical discipline of dance 

training as a spiritual discipline as well. To further frame their performances as an 
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evangelistic activity, some dancing Christians create a time to meet with audience 

members and offer prayer or informal counseling in response to emotions or ideas the 

performance may have evoked. I begin the chapter with a survey of historical discourses 

of the body in Western culture, which are significantly influenced by early Christian 

theologies of the body. Then, I look at the embodied actions of dance and faith that 

participants in this study employ. I argue that these mutually generative practices 

contribute to a kind of body that is primed for religious experience in dance contexts.  

In Chapter Six, I explore choreographies constructed by each of the companies in 

this study. Dancing Christians make choreography that reflects their negotiations of faith 

and dance. What they believe about the body, about dance, and about their role as 

dancing Christians influences the kinds of choreography that they make. Since these 

dancing Christians also want to be seen as legitimate in the professional world, the 

movement vocabularies they employ are virtually indistinguishable from their secular 

counterparts. Under the auspices of Western concert dance, they employ primarily ballet 

and modern/postmodern dance vocabularies. However, there are a few gestures or 

movements that seem to crop up in multiple contexts. There are many variations of 

prayer hands and praise arms, reaching out in supplication or exuberance. The use of 

traditional gender roles is also a popular convention among the more conservative 

groups, and with this convention comes an emphasis on modest costumes, especially for 

women. Abstract or literal depictions of the symbology of Christianity—baptism, Christ 

on the cross, the Trinity, genuflection, and the use of white/golden light to indicate God 
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or a path to God—often make their appearance in choreography. Perhaps most 

significantly is a particular use of focus. Kieswetter writes,  

when one either performs or witness as an act of prayer, the experience is 

recontextualized and ceases to be a performance in the theatrical sense. When the 

gaze of the audience/worshiper meets the gaze of the dancer/worshiper, it does 

not objectify either party, but rather establishes the horizontal community of the 

church body through oneness of intent. The soft at-but-through or heavenward 

gazes of the dancers seem to say, “I’m praying. You can join me.” They serve to 

establish an emotional bond of community. (2012, 356) 

Thus, an upward focus helps performers and audiences alike remember that this 

performance is ultimately directed to God. 

I employ choreographic analysis to uncover the ways in which narratives and 

embodied actions contribute to the kinds of choreographic frameworks and products 

dancing Christians create. My aim in this chapter is to demonstrate the diverse range of 

aesthetic outcomes that are enabled by the narratives and embodied actions of dancing 

Christians. In this chapter, I also explore the ways in which narratives and embodied 

actions are mobilized into choreographic material. Despite what the current literature or 

popular opinion might suggest, dancing Christians employ a diverse range of narratives 

and embodied actions in the integration of faith and dance that result in a surprising 

variety of choreographic constructions.  
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Overview of Conclusion 

I conclude my dissertation with a discussion of the recent Pew Research Center 

study on the shifts in America’s religious landscape as a way to further contextualize my 

study as part of larger discussions on contemporary American cultural values. I connect 

my research to my personal practice as a dance artist and educator at a small religious 

liberal arts college. With this dissertation, I hope to shed light on the complex (and 

sometimes contradictory) practices of contemporary dancing Christians and to suggest 

avenues for further development for scholars and practitioners in the fields of dance and 

religious studies.  
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CHAPTER II: 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF AMERICAN CHRISTIANITY: PROTESTANTISM, 

EVANGELICALISM, AND EMERGENCE 

I teach my first dance classes at a Southern Baptist summer camp in the Great 

Smoky Mountains of east Tennessee in the mid-90s. This is a radical innovation in 

what continues to be one of the most conservative evangelical Christian 

denominations in the United States. The director of the camp, a sympathetic 

Southern gentleman, admits that he lacks knowledge or experience of what 

constitutes “good” dance. “Emily, I don’t really know what you’re doing up 

there, but it blesses me. I think you should keep doing it.” Such is his confidence 

in my artistic and spiritual capabilities, that he invites me to dance as part of the 

presentations camp staff members conduct during the school year at local 

churches as advertising for the camp. Amidst the silly camp skits, slideshows of 

archery, canoeing, and crafts, the inspirational songs and the testimonies from 

past campers or counselors, I dance. I dance in Southern Baptist churches to 

represent one of the enriching experiences campers can have in a wholesome 

Christian environment. During the summers, I dance at camp. I teach the campers 

technical exercises, loosely based on ballet or modern warm-ups, and they learn a 

performance piece they can perform for the whole camp on the final evening. And 

I dance. I perform solos, the occasional duet, and one memorable collaboration 
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with a musician who sings and plays the guitar while I float across the stage and 

emote with teenage gusto. These experiences are exciting and truly gratifying for 

me as a young dancer and Christian, just beginning to learn what it means to 

unite dance and faith. Except. . . I’m not allowed to call it dance. The camp 

director is very clear on this point. The word “dance” is problematic. Campers 

(and more likely their parents) might have a strong negative reaction to this term 

and the activity it implies—although what their negative reactions might be is 

never clear to me. Instead, I am to call this activity “interpretive movement” or 

“creative movement.” Under no circumstances should I admit that what I am 

doing is dancing. 

In my introduction, I established practice theory as central to this dissertation 

because American Christianity as a religion reveals itself as a practice-based faith. 

American evangelicalism is a culture-sharing group that describes ways of life for 

particular groups of people.4 However, it is by no means a monolith; multiple kinds of 

people and groups could fit under this umbrella. Though not all participants in this study 

identify themselves as American evangelical Christians, they all negotiate with this term 

as indicative of the largest, most influential strand of contemporary Christian practice. 

They recognize that American Christianity, in our current moment, is largely 

synonymous with evangelicalism and that in many ways it serves as a point of entry or 

                                                      
4 In my use of the term “culture-sharing,” I draw from Dox, who writes: “Culture refers 

to socially transmitted ideas, practices, ways of perceiving and sensing, patterns of 

symbolic meaning, and assumptions of value” (2016, 21). 
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departure and as a set of practices that inform intellectual and artistic activity. The 

participants in this dissertation negotiate this engagement in different and uniquely 

flexible ways. However, all are actively involved in the process of shaping and being 

shaped by American evangelicalism as well as through the practices of professional 

Western concert dance. Part of my project is to tease apart the notion that American 

evangelicalism is monolithic by demonstrating the nuance, complexity, diversity and 

generosity in these groups. 

The purpose of this chapter is to situate dancing Christians within the context of 

American Christian religious history and to connect trends in dancing Christianity to 

larger American religious and cultural trends. My inquiry in this history is driven by the 

following questions: What kinds of theological and/or practical innovations are occurring 

within American Christianity that can help us understand the resurgence of the arts in 

general, and dance in particular? How might these developments connect to trends among 

professional dancing Christians as well?  

Protestantism: The Roots of American Evangelicalism 

To understand the development of contemporary American evangelicalism and its 

treatment of dance, one has to go back to its roots in Protestant Christianity. American 

Protestant Christianity, although composed of many different denominations, remained 

fairly unified as an institution in the United States until the end of the nineteenth century. 

At that point, a series of events conspired to create two central divisions. Phyllis Tickle 

(2012) points to the abolition of slavery as a key moment in the development of the future 

trajectory of progressive, liberal Christian theology. For the first time, a practice that 



 

 27 

appeared to be supported and condoned by the Bible was at first argued and then later 

widely accepted as not condoned by the Bible, but rather a picture of a particular cultural 

and social milieu. It became possible to interpret the Bible differently and remain a 

Christian. At the same time, new developments in archeology and historical textual 

analysis shed light on previous understandings and led to questions about the veracity of 

all parts of the Biblical text. Further, new developments in science, particularly the theory 

of evolution, called into question the generally accepted notion of a seven-day creation 

and, for some, the very necessity of God as creator of the known universe and author of 

human existence. Finally, the cataclysmic violence of two world wars and a Great 

Depression unmoored many people from the traditions of faith. How could God exist in 

the midst of so much pain and horror? 

 American Protestant Christian communities responded to these events in one of 

two ways. In the liberal progressive camp, Christians sought to maintain a sense of faith 

while remaining relevant to the surrounding culture. Liberal denominations began to 

emphasize the life and works of Jesus, along with a message of social justice and 

responsibility. They became more flexible in their claims to the veracity of the whole of 

scripture and a singular path to salvation through atonement in the life and death of 

Christ. Of central concern to liberal denominations was the ability to retain a sense of 

cultural currency in rapidly shifting socio-cultural and economic upheaval. Conservative 

denominations, afraid of losing what they considered the essentials of their faith, took the 

opposite approach. Decrying what they saw as the influence of the “world” on Christian 

belief and practice, conservatives attempted to withdraw from cultural engagement. The 
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rhetoric of “being in the world, but not of it” began to describe a kind of defensive 

position that resulted in insularity from the surrounding culture. Although the phrase is 

widely used and has had very different connotations at different periods in American 

history, such as restrictions from drinking, dancing, and gambling, its current application 

is highly flexible and individual. “To be in the world, but not of it” indicates the 

individual Christian’s practice of self -reflexivity in determining which activities, ideas, 

etc. are acceptable for the Christian to participate in. Essentially, it is a way for Christians 

to describe the ongoing practice of making moral choices in line with their religious 

beliefs while also maintaining a sense of self as distinct from secular culture.  

The Birth of Fundamentalism 

The term fundamentalist was first deployed in relation to conservative Christians 

in reference to the five fundamentals of the faith, first drafted at the Niagara Bible 

Conference of 1878 to 1895. The fundamentals these conservatives emphasized were 

(and continue to be): the veracity and historicity of the whole of the Bible, the historicity 

of the virgin birth, Christ’s death and resurrection, the veracity of Jesus as the incarnate 

Son of God, and the necessity of Christ’s death and resurrection for the atonement of 

human sin. According to Luhrmann, “They saw themselves as cultural outsiders, and they 

began to insist on being apart” (2012, 308). In other words, as some have criticized, to be 

a fundamentalist Christian was (and sometimes continues to be) more about what you are 

against and what you are not, rather than who or what you are.  

In the midst of this division between liberal and conservative American 

Christians, another denomination was born. Up to this point in Christian history, it was 
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generally believed that the spiritual gifts of speaking in tongues, prophesying, healing, 

and miracles were given to Christ’s disciples as special gifts to help them in the 

establishment of Christianity. The famous, or infamous, story of Charles Parham and the 

Azusa Street Revival led to the re-emergence of these practices and the development of 

Pentecostalism. Although most conservative Christians initially strove to distance 

themselves from this movement, the emotionality and the exploration of spiritual gifts 

would eventually permeate what came to be called evangelicalism (Tickle 2012, 40).  

By the end of the Second World War, it became apparent to some in conservative 

Christian communities that their approach to “being in the world, but not of it” by 

withdrawing from the surrounding American culture was not having the desired effect. 

As American culture in general began to relax social mores, and in response to 

embarrassing interactions between conservative religious communities and the world of 

science, such as the Scopes Monkey Trial, conservative Christianity was rapidly losing 

cultural currency. According to Smith, 

The fundamentalist subculture’s need to establish and maintain strong identity 

boundaries prompted the creation of clear behavioral contrasts with “worldliness,” 

defined primarily against progressive cultural expressions of the day… With these 

subcultural norms, a powerful legalism permeated fundamentalism that 

maintained its visible separation from the secular world through rigid, self-

enforcing, behavioral social control. (1998, 8-9) 

In 1947, a new group of fundamentalists, who called themselves neo-evangelicals, 

founded Fuller Theological Seminary in a move designed to offer a corrective to the 
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separatist strategies of the previous generation. Among these notable innovators were 

some of the most widely recognized evangelicals in contemporary America—Billy 

Graham, Dallas Willard, Charles Fuller, John Wimber, and, later, Rick Warren (Smith 

1998, 13-15). While maintaining an emphasis on the fundamentals of the Christian faith, 

neo-evangelicals sought to develop a rigorous scholarly presence and a new level of 

cultural engagement (Luhrmann 2012, 309). Neo-evangelicals hoped to occupy a new 

space of cultural significance and influence while maintaining belief in the fundamentals 

of the Christian faith as articulated by the Niagara Bible Conference.  

The nascent neo-evangelical movement reached a watershed moment in the 

1960s, when conservative evangelicals encountered the hippie counterculture. In 

California, street evangelists trying to reach the large numbers of hippies they 

encountered developed a new style of worship, which attracted converts in the thousands. 

John Wimber, founder of the Vineyard Church, is believed by scholars to be a pioneer in 

this new form of Christian service, which emphasized casual, come-as-you-are attire, 

worship songs arranged in the popular styles of folk music and rock n’ roll, and the 

charismatic practices of spiritual gifts, which coincided with hippie interests in mind-

altering, ecstatic experiences (Tickle 2012, 80). “The streams merged. The rebels became 

conservative, the evangelicals more experiential, and the resulting spirituality became not 

only mainstream but drew enough converts to transform the cultural and political 

landscape” (Luhrmann 2012, 311). The practices coalesced into a new kind of Christian 

belief and practice, which has come to characterize American evangelicalism in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: an individual and vividly experiential worship 
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experience, an emphasis on a personal relationship with God that is casual, friendly, and 

intimate, and a belief in the fundamentals as outlined by conservative Christianity.  

A Turning Tide: Emergence Christianity 

Although it remains a dominant force in the religious and political landscape of 

America, evangelicalism is not a static monolith. In the last twenty years, the currents of 

change have already begun to shift in new and surprising ways with specific implications 

for the practice of dance in Christianity. Some scholars are referring to the most nascent 

trend in American evangelicalism as Emergence Christianity. Bass explores the shift in 

religious language and practices over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries in American Christianity with particular attention to the naming of Emergence 

Christianity as new era of spiritual awakening. In particular, Bass argues that the shift 

from the language of “religious” to the language of “spiritual” and the decrease in 

traditional church attendance indicates a larger sense of religious dissatisfaction that 

precedes an awakening. Although strands of Emergence Christianity began to appear as 

early as the 1960s, some scholars point to the publication of Christian theologian Brian 

McLaren’s A Generous Orthodoxy in 2004 as the defining moment of a new movement 

in Christian practice. 

In Emergence Christianity: What It Is, Where It Is Going, and Why It Matters, 

Phyllis Tickle traces the development of a new and increasingly visible movement in 

Christianity from its roots in the 1840s to the present day. Tickle asserts that Emergence 

Christianity, rather than a new denominational subset of traditional Protestant 

evangelicalism, represents a significant shift in Christian belief and practice on par with 
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the Great Schism and the Protestant Reformation.5 Similarly to the split between liberal 

and conservative Protestants, Emergence Christianity is part of the trend towards 

engaging with new discoveries in science, new methods for textual analysis, and new 

technological advances that have enabled broader, more globalized perspectives. In some 

ways, Emergence Christianity can be viewed as a subset, or perhaps an offshoot, of 

evangelicalism. In fact, the term emerging is indicative of the ways in which this form of 

Christian belief and practice flows out of, and yet is transforming into, something distinct 

from it.  

In short, densely footnoted chapters, Tickle traces the development of Emergence 

Christianity through some of the same historical markers as evangelicalism. Initially, this 

is what makes emergence Christianity so difficult to distinguish from evangelicalism. The 

major distinguishing factor between evangelicals and emergence Christians is that while 

evangelicals maintain the doctrine of Biblical infallibility to the point of societal ridicule, 

emergence Christians frame the Bible as a collection of culturally situated and 

constructed narratives that one approaches from an acknowledged culturally situated 

location. Other hallmarks of Emergence Christianity include radically democratic and 

nonhierarchical organizational structures; the importance of music and other aesthetic 

practices, such as dance, drama, and aromatics; an emphasis on technology and the 

                                                      
5 The Great Schism refers to a split in Eastern and Western Christendom in 1054 that 

resulted in the formation of the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches. The 

Protestant Reformation refers to a rupture within Roman Catholicism that resulted in the 

formation of Protestantism. These two movements represent significant upheaval with 

Christianity, resulting in the formation of radically different theologies and faith 

practices. 
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formulation of virtual communities; movement away from either/or dichotomies towards 

the embrace of paradox and both/and perspectives; and heightened concern for social and 

ecological justice. I suggest that emergence Christian sensibilities have an indirect but 

profound connection to innovations in dancing Christians’ practices, particularly in the 

ways in which Christian dancers utilize postmodern practices of democratic organization, 

radical engagement with secular dance culture, and a willingness to embrace mystery 

rather than message in choreographic production and performance.  

Dance in American Christian History 

In the limited number of scholarly texts that address the history of dance in 

Christianity, most rehearse a few specific highlights: the emergence of Christianity within 

the context of Greco-Roman and Jewish cultures and the early practices of house 

churches and secret meetings among the catacombs; the establishment of Christianity as a 

national religion under the reign of Constantine and development of processional and 

hierarchical practices reflective of monarchical pageantry; the upheaval of the Great 

Reformation coupled with the invention of the printing press and the resulting emphasis 

on individual reading and interpretation of scripture; and the migration of Puritans to the 

Americas and the establishment of a new republic with a particular kind of Christian 

character that emphasized a strong work ethic and the mortification of the flesh (Davies 

1984; Jonas 1998). Throughout the scope of this period, Christianity and dance have 

occupied a tenuous relationship at best, although more often the relationship has been an 

antagonistic one. However, despite (or perhaps because of) the frequent interdictions 
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against it, dance has persisted, often on the margins of religious practice, through the 

centuries.  

In Adversaries of Dance: Puritans to the Present, dance scholar Ann Wagner 

traces the “scope and substance of American opposition to dance” beginning in the 

sixteenth century Reformation through the twentieth century (1997, xiv). Wagner asserts 

that the opposition to dancing in America came from predominantly white, male 

Protestant clergy, who denounced dancing on moral and spiritual grounds. Wagner 

argues that opposition operated with varying levels of influence during different periods 

of American history, depending on the power and unity of conservative Christianity. 

Further, she claims that opposition centered particularly on the closed dance position of 

male/female partners and the fear that this position could lead to sexual immorality. 

Wagner uses the dance manuals and etiquette guides of various eras as well the 

“antidance literature,” by which she means the published writings and sermons of those 

who wrote against dance, as her primary source material.  

Wagner argues that the opposition to dance was strongest in periods in which 

Christianity had the most cultural influence. Although it is difficult to quantify influence, 

one could argue that conservative American evangelicalism is at an all-time high, so to 

follow the logic of Wagner’s argument, opposition to dance should also be strong among 

American evangelicals. Instead, over the last twenty-five to thirty years, practices of 

Christian dance have grown inside and outside the church. Something is changing in 

American Christianity that is enabling a shift in attitudes about the body and dance. 

Perhaps the breakdown of traditional gender roles has made issues surrounding the body 
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and sexuality less taboo. Perhaps the emphasis on a highly experiential, individual and 

personal relationship to God has created a more generous space for a variety of 

expressive practices, and dance is among these practices. Perhaps the development of 

Contemporary Christian Music (CCM) has created a model for dance that employs the 

structure of concert dance, but with Christian content.  

In her essay for Practicing Protestants: Histories of Christian Life in America 

1630-1965, scholar of American religious history Tisa Wenger explores the innovative 

liturgical dance practices developed by Episcopal rector Reverend William Norman 

Guthrie at St. Mark’s-in-the-Bouwerie Episcopal Church in New York City in the 1920s 

and 1930s. Wenger asserts that Guthrie’s emphasis on religion as practiced in the form of 

liturgical dance is indicative of a larger emphasis on practice over theology in American 

Christianity in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries. Further, she notes, Guthrie’s 

“experiments with dance in worship turn out to have been forerunners of a still-growing 

movement for liturgical renewal in much of American Christianity” (Wenger 2006, 249). 

Throughout this history, Wenger delineates a framework for liturgical dance that 

continues to be practiced today and that significantly influences the practices of dancing 

Christians in professional arenas.  

In exploring the controversy surrounding Guthrie’s liturgical dance performances, 

Wenger illuminates much about American Christian attitudes to dance in this period. 

“Many American Christians identified religious dance with the ecstatic religious practices 

of Pentecostalism, and they linked Pentecostals to a lineage of sects, particularly the 

Shakers, whose religious dancing also seemed out of control (despite the controlled 
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formality of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Shaker dance)” (Wenger 2006, 231). 

Although Guthrie did not actually participate as a dancer, he presided over the design of 

liturgical events and acted as de facto choreographer. Guthrie deliberately chose 

“graceful, slow, and “artistic” bodily movements” (Wenger 2006, 233). His performers, 

all young women, were draped in long, flowing, robe-like garments, which obscured 

much of the specifics of bodily form. Contemporary dancing Christians inherited this 

lineage as well, which is perhaps why classical ballet and stylized forms of modern dance 

like Duncan and Limón technique, with their emphasis on verticality, highly codified 

vocabulary, and an immobile torso, are widely embraced, especially by those who 

perform predominantly in churches or other religious contexts. Of the companies 

surveyed here, Ballet Magnificat! has had the most success and name-recognition of any 

Christian company, and their deployment of a classical ballet aesthetic may have as much 

to do with their recognition as anything else.6 

Wenger notes that although liturgical dance “grew out of a particular social 

context and helped negotiate and reinforce relations of power within that setting,” it was 

also a radically innovative practice that Guthrie intended as a contribution to the 

revitalization of Christianity in contemporary life (Wenger 2006, 223). In the same way, 

contemporary dancing Christians are simultaneously the product of their social context 

                                                      
6 Ballet, in particular, with its formal structure and familiarity among general audiences, 

also provides an immediate sense of intelligibility, a point of entry into the dance that 

other forms of movement do not currently provide. In this way, ballet can be a kind of 

bridge, which helps general audiences make connections between dance and their faith 

that might not otherwise occur.  



 

 37 

and agentive innovators, seeking to bring a new, more holistic, differently embodied 

approach to worship and to provide a space for new modalities of expression through the 

body and primarily from a woman’s perspective. 

Conclusion 

In American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving, sociologist of American 

religions, Christian Smith, examines the beliefs and practices, as well as the historical and 

socio-cultural circumstances, that contribute to the strength of American evangelicalism 

in contemporary society. Smith argues that American evangelicals construct a dynamic 

subcultural identity that simultaneously constructs specific boundaries around religious 

identity and participates significantly in mainstream American culture. Further, Smith 

argues that it is precisely the conditions of modern pluralism that enable this “engaged 

orthodoxy” because the environment of competing belief systems stimulates a kind of 

religious entrepreneurship. “At the micro-level of religious congregations,” Smith notes, 

“vitality is the result of skilled and aggressive religious activists marketing their religious 

products to newly responsive and satisfied market niches of religious consumers” (Smith 

1998, 74). Although some dancing Christians might resist the language of marketing, 

products, and consumers when it comes to making and performing dances, Smith’s thesis 

provides at least a partial answer to the question of what is changing or has changed in 

American Christianity, given its historic antagonism towards the dancing body, to enable 

a more generative relationship with dance. In this environment of modern pluralism, 

dancing Christians could be seen a kind of religious entrepreneur, offering a new product. 

However, in this case, the “products” are new kinds of religious embodiment, new ways 
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of practicing the body in religion, new roles of women in the life of the church and new 

frameworks for the performance of female bodies in religion. In this way, dancing 

Christians are a kind of skilled religious activist, activists for dance, marketing dance, 

new ways of embodiment, new ways of practicing faith to market niches of religious 

consumers. In the chapters that follow, I demonstrate the innovative ways in which 

dancing Christians construct narratives, embodied actions, and choreographies that 

synthesize faith with professional concert dance. However, before I do this, in the next 

chapter, I delineate my methodological approach to conducting this study.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO STUDYING  

DANCING CHRISTIANS 

The decision to major in dance at a Christian university is a formative moment for 

me, although I do not realize it at the time. As a new undergraduate student, I 

imagine that I will train to become a professional dancer or dance ministry leader 

and that I will primarily be a performer once I graduate. Instead, I find a complex 

world of ideas and practices that never cease to perplex, intrigue, and confound 

me. Many times I grow frustrated with the task of integrating faith and dance, and 

several times I seriously consider walking away from the whole endeavor. But 

even after I graduate, something about this experience of being a dancing 

Christian continues to draw me in. 

In the last chapter, I delineated a history of American Christianity that 

demonstrates a trend towards a more generous stance on dance in Christian practice. Here 

I recount the methodologies that enable me to research the phenomenon of dancing 

Christians from a practice theory perspective. For this research, I conducted qualitative 

fieldwork with four regional professional dance companies: Ballet Magnificat! in 

Jackson, Mississippi; Ad Deum Dance Company in Houston, Texas; Dishman + Co. 

Choreography in Brooklyn, New York; and Karin Stevens Dance in Seattle, Washington. 

I deliberately chose professional dance companies from a variety of contexts because I 
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wanted to explore diverse perspectives on dance-making and faith. My participants 

occupy different spaces along the theological and aesthetic spectrum, from conservative 

and overtly religious to more liberal and subtle expressions of spirituality, from groups 

with a classical ballet aesthetic, to project-based dance artists with a more postmodern 

sensibility. I chose these very different companies to demonstrate the range of practices 

that can fall along the spectrum of dancing Christians.  

Due to differing levels of proximity to research sites, I spent longer periods of time 

in some sites than others. Ballet Magnificat! is located in my city of residence, so I was 

able to attend a variety of different events at different points throughout an eight-month 

period. Ballet Magnificat! also has a longer history with more established ways of 

working. Since I had to travel to conduct fieldwork with the other three companies, my 

participant observations were limited to one-week periods. I deferred to these companies to 

select the time for my visit that worked best for their schedules. These factors contributed 

to uneven representation in the data set. However, it is vital to this project to have these 

smaller, newer companies to represent the spectrum of dancing Christianity in this 

current historical and cultural moment, particularly in terms of attending to innovations 

and possible future trends. 

To uncover the practices that contribute to community formation in dance and 

religious contexts, I observed rehearsals, workshops, classes, and performances. By 

attending to the embodied dance and religious actions that participants employ, I 

investigated the ways in which ideas about the body and dance in the context of religious 

practice contribute to a shared sense of cultural embodiment and the ways in which 
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individuals connect and diverge from these structures. To explore the ways in which 

particular kinds of narrative strategies contribute to the development of mobilization of 

meaning in dance and religious contexts, I conducted one-on-one interviews with various 

company members. In the cases of Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum, I interviewed the 

artistic directors and long-standing company members in leadership roles. I also 

interviewed a few younger company members to get a sense of the diversity of viewpoints 

possible within one organization. The interview process was trickier for Dishman + Co. 

Choreography and Karin Stevens Dance. Although Dishman and Stevens are Christians, 

their companies do not operate within an explicitly Christian paradigm, and they were 

unsure as to their company members’ religious beliefs or practices. Dishman and Stevens 

were understandably nervous about how I would interact with members of their company 

on what they perceived to be a highly sensitive and potentially inflammatory topic. 

Ultimately, I decided to confine my interviews to Dishman and Stevens and a few selected 

company members they felt would be comfortable with my questions. This limitation in 

scope necessarily caused me to focus more on individual practices than communal ones. 

Finally, I examined the choreographic products of these companies to uncover what kinds 

of dances these approaches to the body and religion enable. I was able to view Ballet 

Magnificat!’s and Ad Deum’s choreography in person as well as on video. For Dishman 

and Stevens, I watched rehearsals of their work in person and then used video of concert 

presentations for choreographic analysis.  
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Positionality and Self-Reflexivity 

Although I no longer align myself with American evangelicalism, I situate myself 

as a practitioner-scholar immersed in my field of study. I am significantly invested in the 

project of Christian dance as an artist and scholar. I experience my position in these 

overlapping worlds as a place of tension. The community of dancing Christians in the 

United States is small and loosely affiliated. There are few scholars involved in critical 

analysis of this field. On the one hand, I feel a sense of obligation (whether real or 

imagined) to represent my sometime fellow practitioners in ways they would recognize as 

true to their intentions. Dancing Christians are often delighted to be included in my 

research projects because they seem to trust me, as one of their own, to represent them 

well. On the other hand, I feel compelled to engage deliberately with Christian dance 

precisely because it seems to be an area that is distinctly lacking in interpretive reflection 

and discourse. 

I cannot extricate myself from my critical stance in the same way that I cannot 

divorce myself from my spiritual practice. These frameworks are inextricably intertwined 

with layers of experience that I bring to bear upon this research. I began my academic 

career as an undergraduate in a dance department at a Christian university, whose project 

was to guide burgeoning dance artists through the rigors of technical and academic 

excellence with an evangelical Christian lens. In graduate school at two different public 

institutions, I was able to gain a critical distance from Christian dance and thereby was 

able to reflect on the structures and ideas that inform the diverse practices of this subset 

of American evangelicalism. Throughout this time, my connections to Christian dance 
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remained dynamic, as I attended and/or participated in workshops and performances, 

created my own choreographic works, and continued to build and maintain friendships 

with other dancing Christians, both artists and educators. Now, as a professor at my 

undergraduate alma mater, I bring these layers of experience and interpretation to my role 

as researcher, dance artist, and educator. This is the push and pull of my research. In 

engaging this line of inquiry, my intention is to enrich the wider scholarly discourse 

surrounding ideas of the body and religious practice in connection with specific 

discourses in evangelical Christian dance.  

Methodology 

From my own experiences and from prior research, I knew that dance was, and 

continues to be, a contested practice in American Christianity. In spite of this, the number 

of explicitly Christian companies, studios, conferences, and workshops seems to be 

growing. I also began to see more choreographed dancing in churches and more church 

spaces explicitly designed to accommodate concert dance presentations. What could 

account for these shifts? Had there been a shift in the Christian theology concerning the 

use of the body? Were these new trends in worship practices connected to larger shifts in 

American culture? At the same time, I was most intrigued by the phenomenon of 

professional Christian dance—especially groups who sought to model their training and 

dance-making practices on a traditional Western concert dance model, yet infused this 

model with Christian beliefs and/or practices. Although there seemed to be some 

identifiable trends in how these companies organized their practices, I also saw a 

diversity in the ways in which professional dance and Christianity were integrated. My 
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central questions emerged: What does faith do for the practices of Western concert 

dance? What does concert dance do for faith? What do these unique combinations of faith 

and dance tell us about the larger contemporary American cultural landscape? 

Qualitative Research Foundation 

Although my experiences as a practitioner-researcher in this field of inquiry gave 

me a strong sense of what kinds of data I might find, I designed a qualitative research 

approach that would force me to challenge or bracket my assumptions and instead allow 

for themes to emerge through researcher and participant collaboration. The purpose of 

my study was to gather data from a range of Christians who are actively engaged as 

professional dancers, artistic directors, and choreographers. Although some of the 

participants in this study also do work within churches and other explicitly Christian 

contexts, I was most interested in observing the ways in which these professionals work 

within a professional concert dance setting. The central approach for my data collection 

involved what Deidre Sklar calls her “tripartite approach” to dance ethnography, which 

consists of movement description, qualitative analysis of interview and field data, and 

kinesthetic awareness of both formal and informal embodied practices (Thomas 2003, 

83). To accomplish this, I conducted a multisite qualitative study with Christian dance 

professionals working in a variety of contexts and in different geographical locations. 

Theresa Buckland notes that multisite fieldwork, in contrast to the traditional single field 

site, highlights “the selection process that lies behind the fieldwork design, aiming to 

address conditions of contemporary fluidity of place and people” (2010, 338). In 

choosing multiple sites for data collection, I argue that the practices of dance and faith 
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that bring these groups together contribute to the cultivation of particular kinds of 

dancing communities. This provides a sense of significance and connection in an 

increasingly transient contemporary culture. 

Participant Recruitment and Preparation 

In the early stages of this project, I struggled with how to articulate the kinds of 

people and groups I was interested in working with. For practical purposes when I 

submitted my research proposal to the Institutional Review Board, I called these groups 

“Christian dance companies.” When I sent out inquiries to individuals and groups, I got 

immediate interest for the project, but also a fair amount of pushback on this term. For 

some participants, the term Christian dance generates immediate associations with 

amateur practices that professional dance artists desire to distance themselves from; for 

others, the term Christian carries too much baggage in our current cultural and political 

climate. Some participants were concerned that identifying themselves as Christian artists 

would pigeonhole their art into narrow categories associated with negative stereotypes of 

fundamentalism and poor taste. Through ongoing dialogue during the data collection and 

analysis period, I collaborated with my participants to develop terminology and 

descriptions that allowed their voices and perspectives to be accurately represented. 

Participants for this study were recruited by me through targeted personal 

outreach, primarily via email. Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum Dance Company were 

familiar to me, having loose affiliations with the dance department in which I teach. 

Ballet Magnificat! uses our campus housing and studios for their summer dance 

intensives, and many incoming students learn about our dance program through them. Ad 
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Deum Dance Company has been a frequent guest in our department and several of our 

graduates are company members. To find other participants for this study, I sent inquiries 

to my colleagues who are also dancing Christians in professional arenas around the U. S. 

After compiling a list of a dozen companies that would fulfill my criteria, and researching 

their websites and clips of their choreography, I chose Dishman + Co. and Karin Stevens 

Dance, because their locations (in Brooklyn, New York, and Seattle, Washington) and 

their choreographic aesthetic provided a fascinating contrast to the other participants in 

the study. What follows is a brief description of each company. 

Ballet Magnificat! 

 Founded in Jackson, Mississippi in 1986 by International Ballet Competition 

silver medalist and hometown hero Kathy Thibodeaux, Ballet Magnificat! is often 

credited as having pioneered the concept of professional Christian dance. Of the 

companies in this dissertation, Ballet Magnificat! is the oldest, most established, and 

largest group. The current company consists of two professional touring ensembles: 

Alpha, the first company, directed by Thibodeaux, and Omega, the second company, 

directed by former company member Jiri Voborsky. Ballet Magnificat! also has 

apprenticeship and trainee programs as well as a large school of the arts for children. 

In her account of the formation of Ballet Magnificat!, Kathy Thibodeaux 

emphasizes that she had never heard of Christian dance or the idea of a Christian 

company. After becoming a Christian in the late 1970s, Thibodeaux continued to train 

and perform with Ballet Mississippi. “I didn’t know anybody dancing for Jesus, I’d never 
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heard of this thing.”7 All the while, Thibodeaux felt that God was slowly giving her the 

inspiration for a new kind of dance company, one in which all the performers are unified 

by a shared devotion to Christ and a shared vision for creating dances that explicitly 

express this devotion through Christian themes, imagery, music, and message. At Ballet 

Magnificat, all company members, trainees, and staff must be Christian. In fact, 

prospective dancers are required to publicly recount a Christian testimony, a story of their 

faith journey/conversion and understanding of the work of God in their lives, as part of 

the company audition process. Although Thibodeaux is careful to say that this is not the 

only way to do professional Christian dance, she emphasizes that this practice enables the 

company to have a unified vision “where everybody has that same purpose, that same 

vision, to honor the Lord through whatever they do.” 

Ad Deum Dance Company 

 Ad Deum Dance Company is a Houston-based contemporary ballet company, 

founded and directed by Randall Flinn. Flinn established the company in 2000 “to create 

and perform excellent and vital works of dance that serve to wash over the heart and soul 

of humanity with relevant meaning and redemptive hope” (“Introducing Ad Deum” n.d.). 

As the name (Latin for “to God”) suggests, Ad Deum is overt about their Christian 

affiliation and mission. They perform regularly in churches and in community centers 

                                                      
7 The quotes from Ballet Magnificat!, Ad Deum Dance Company, Dishman + Co. 

Choreography, and Karin Stevens Dance throughout this dissertation come from my in-

person and phone interviews with participants during the data collection phase of my 

research. 



 

 48 

such as nursing homes, daycare centers, and hospitals, but Ad Deum also focuses heavily 

on the secular dance communities in Houston, in the United States in general, and abroad.  

The assumption that dancing is an acceptable activity for Christians pervades the 

company and, therefore, they do not feel the need to create a theological justification for 

their work. Instead, Randall Flinn and his company members creatively reimagine the 

practices of professional Western concert dance in an explicitly Christian frame. Flinn is 

the artistic director, but he is also an ordained minister, and he sees himself as a pastor to 

the members of the company, who are also his congregation. The company members are 

professional dancers, but they prefer to call themselves “servant artists.” In this way, they 

subvert the notion of professional dancer as one who strives for personal accolades, self-

fulfillment, and star status throughout his/her career. As servant artists, Ad Deum dancers 

make every effort for excellence as a means to give glory to God. 

Dishman + Co. Choreography 

 Dishman + Co. Choreography is a small, project-based dance company in 

Brooklyn, New York, founded and directed by Elizabeth Dishman. With degrees from 

Emory and the Ohio State University, Dishman’s influences are in the postmodern dance 

milieu. Although Dishman herself is a Christian and speaks eloquently about the 

influence that her faith has on her approach to dance-making, she does not make her faith 

explicit in the context of her dance-making. Instead, she collaborates with professional 

dancers of various religious backgrounds to create intimate, evocative works that explore 

the human condition. 
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When I visited them for my first data collection session in December of 2014, 

Dishman + Co. were in the final stages of creating an evening-length contemporary 

dance, Fold Rhapsody, surrounding the conceptual ideas of struggle and confinement. 

Dishman’s dancers are all highly skilled, but they do not train together, and Dishman 

does not offer any technique classes or training programs. Dishman “offers a robust 

dedication to both form and expression, delving into the dark and light of humanity while 

maintaining a staunch commitment to aesthetic truth and pure visual interest” (“the 

choreographer” n.d.). Her dancers come by recommendation, rather than audition, which 

seems to be a current norm among small performing ensembles. A friend or colleague 

will refer a dancer to her and if they like each other, the working relationship continues. 

Religion is not something she discusses directly with her dancers, and it is not a criterion 

for participation in her company. As we talked through the questions in our interview, she 

expressed a sense of curiosity about how her dancers might respond to them, indicating to 

me that faith is a submerged part of the experience when interacting with her company 

members.  

Karin Stevens Dance 

Karin Stevens Dance (KSD) is also a small, project-based dance company in 

Seattle, Washington. Founded in 2009, Karin Stevens emphasizes collaboration among 

dancers, musicians and visual artists. Often performing with live accompaniment, KSD 

performs layered works informed by a Graham-based modern movement vocabulary and 

an abstract sensibility. Although open and approachable, Stevens tends to be private 

about her Christian faith in the context of her professional life. She does not make 
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explicitly Christian dance works and expressed reluctance to have her work labeled as 

such. Stevens’ faith journey is as dynamic as her choreography. Over the course of my 

fieldwork for this dissertation, Stevens’ articulation of faith and dance continued to 

evolve. Her process demonstrates a growing trend in the American religious landscape of 

departure from organized, institutional religion to an embrace of personal spirituality and 

non-affiliation. 

Stevens does not frame her dance-making as an explicitly Christian endeavor. In 

fact, many of her company members and colleagues in the dance community may not be 

aware of her faith. Stevens is careful about what she shares about her faith and who she 

shares it with because of perceived antagonism towards Christians in secular arts 

communities and because of her own misgivings about aligning herself with a religion 

that has so much baggage in American culture. In one interview, Stevens asserted, 

The thing I really need to emphasize to you, since we’ve met. . . I’ve been on a 

journey of spiritual development. I mean, your whole life is a walk, but five years 

ago, I started a cathartic change away from the Protestant, evangelical, I would 

say misogynistic [laughs], rigid, non-embodied practices of the American 

evangelical church. So, if you write about me, there’s got to be mention of this big 

change for me. There’s been a huge spiritual development for me. It’s grounded 

in the cosmic Christ, but it’s branching out. I can only liken it to the metaphor of a 

tree or the vine, the Great Vine.8 The stuff that is bad is being cut off, falling off, 

                                                      
8 Stevens’ is referencing John 15:5-6 [NIV], in which Jesus says “I am the vine; you are 

the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me 
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burned away. The branches—it’s this oneness, it’s the perennial tradition, it’s the 

truth found in all areas. And ultimately, the bottom of it all, I walk in line with 

[the idea espoused by dance scholar Kimerer LaMothe], the idea that movement is 

the essence of life, it’s the Dao, it’s the Holy Spirit, it’s the movement of change 

and evolution. And, ultimately, at the bottom of all that is love, right? I get closer 

and closer to that place, the place of a movement of love within myself that burns 

off all this other stuff we don’t need—the noise, the doubt, the attachment to what 

stuff looks like. This movement of love is happening in this work that I’m called 

to do. 

Stevens and I struggled together to name and articulate her experiences and values 

surrounding her faith. Over the course of my fieldwork process, Stevens’ understanding 

of herself as a religious person continuously shifted, often informed by her interactions 

with me as a researcher and by the work she was creating and the responses of her 

dancers and audiences to that creative process. Although initially comfortable in aligning 

herself with American evangelicalism at the beginning of my study, as the project 

progressed, Stevens struggled to reconcile her positive and negative associations with 

Christianity, particularly incidences that she experienced as misogynistic or body-

denying. It was exciting and unsettling to watch this process continually unfold, to try to 

pin Stevens down at any given moment. Yet, at the same time, Stevens’ process is a vital 

contribution to the overall argument of my dissertation—that despite assumptions to the 

                                                      
you can do nothing. If you do not remain in me, you are like a branch that is thrown away 

and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.” 
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contrary, dancing Christians hold a wide range of beliefs and spiritual practices and that 

these practices are integral to informing the shape of their work as artists. By the end of 

my data-gathering period, Stevens had shifted to an emerging stance which blends a 

progressive Christianity with elements of Buddhist practice and an orientation to the 

divine feminine. While Stevens herself does not feel completely satisfied with my 

characterization of her practice as corresponding to emergence Christianity, her 

narratives and practices most closely align with those values.  

Research Questions 

 To explore the ways in which dancing and faith coalesce in a professional dance 

setting, my research was guided by the following questions: 

 What are the practices of everyday life and practices of dance that participants 

identify as religious? How do these practices become religious in the lives of 

participants? 

 What narrative strategies and embodied actions do participants cultivate as 

individuals and communities? 

 How do these narrative strategies and embodied actions contribute to a sense of 

shared cultural practice among participants? How does this sense connect to 

larger trends in the cultural practices of American Christianity? 

 How do participants define the body in religious practice? How do they 

understand the interaction of body and spirit? How do participants enact the body 

in the context of religious dance? 
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 How do narratives about dance and faith become a part of the choreographic 

products constructed by participants? 

Data Collection 

In my approach to data collection, I emphasized narrative inquiry as a lens for 

conducting qualitative interviews. The terms narrative inquiry, narrative analysis, and 

narrative research are sometimes used interchangeably by scholars to indicate an 

attention to the role of stories and storytelling in the process of meaning making within a 

given culture. Madison (2012) suggests that narratives are constructed stories, which 

reflect the experiences, subjectivities, imaginations, and embodiment of particular 

moments in space and time. In the context of arts-based research methods, Leavy notes 

that narrative inquiry “attempts to collaboratively access participants’ life experiences 

and engage in a process of storying and re-storying in order to reveal multidimensional 

meanings and present an authentic and compelling rendering of the data” (2009, 27). As 

an approach to conducting qualitative research, narrative inquiry attends to stories as 

socially, culturally, and historically situated and as collaboratively constructed by 

researchers and participants. Testimonies, or spiritual life stories, are a key feature of 

American evangelical Christian practice. They can serve as a point of entry for inclusion 

in the group, as a way to make connections to others with similar stories, and as a process 

of continual organization and reorganization of key moments in participants’ lives. For 

dancing Christians, synthesizing experiences of dance with experiences of faith becomes 

an essential strategy for demonstrating to self and others that God is real and that he cares 

about dance.  
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In this dissertation, I continually negotiated my relationship to my participants 

through the use of Orsi’s in-between orientation (2006, 198). An in-between orientation 

suggests the possibility of movement, of transitions and the always-already-but-not-yet 

quality of bodily becoming. It also suggests a place of instability, incompleteness, or the 

lack of a location from which to speak. Further, because of my positionality as a 

practitioner-researcher, I structured my participant-observations and interviewing 

practices within post-positivist and feminist discourses to attend to the ways in which 

power relations and socio-cultural location influence the analysis and interpretation of 

data. I employed minimalist passive interviewing techniques which involve crafting 

open-ended questions that allow the narrator to direct the flow of information with the 

least intervention from the researcher (Leavy 2009, 32). Although I developed a set of 

interview questions to guide the conversation, I often allowed the response from one 

question to direct the form of the next question, instead of keeping to a predetermined 

framework. This meant that the shape of the data I collected was widely divergent based 

on participants’ responses. This was a favorable outcome for me because it ultimately 

enabled me to demonstrate the range of diversity within Christian practices of dance, 

even when all participants come from the larger American evangelical context.   

As a theoretical and methodological orientation, authoethnography can be helpful 

in terms of illuminating the ways in which scholars also contribute to communities of 

practice through their research and participation in the field of study. D. Soyini Madison 

notes that in ethnography, theory is also used as an interpretive or analytical framework 

(2012, 14). As a theoretical stance, autoethnography advocates for the acknowledgement 
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of the autobiographical and personal as well as the cultural, social, and political (Ellis 

2003). It also contributes to a methodological approach that draws the researcher’s 

experiences into data collection and analysis. For example, dance scholars Yutian Wong 

and Karen Barbour utilize autoethnographic methodologies in their studies of dance 

communities of practice. In Choreographing Asian America, Wong (2010) employs an 

autoethnographic approach in that she foregrounds her experiences as she progresses 

from outsider to researcher to contributing performer and choreographer with the 

Vietnamese-American performing ensemble, Cup O’Noodles. Perhaps the most extensive 

use of autoethnography in dance studies occurs in dance and feminist scholar Karen 

Barbour’s Dancing Across the Page: Narrative and Embodied Ways of Knowing (2011). 

In this text, Barbour weaves strands of phenomenology, feminist theory, and dance 

theory into an autoethnographic narrative of dance performance and teaching practices. 

Barbour argues that there is a lack of autoethnographic literature that attends to embodied 

experience. By making her text personal, contextual, and attentive to embodied 

experience, Barbour’s work intervenes in the field of autoethnography by highlighting the 

different kinds of knowledges that result from attending to corporeality. 

Barbour foregrounds her experiences in her home base of New Zealand and in the 

academic worlds of teaching, performing and researching dance. As part of her feminist 

perspective, Barbour explicitly articulates the ways in which she is theorizing, analyzing, 

and interpreting data from herself and her research participants, mostly colleagues and 

students in the dance community in New Zealand. Each chapter focuses on a different 

aspect of this practice—locating self and research in different environments (teaching, 
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presenting, performing) and with different conversation partners (colleagues, students, 

and the voices of scholars in her literature). Barbour’s work is useful to my research in 

that she provides a helpful overview of feminist scholars and dance scholars that work 

directly with embodiment, as well as an example of autoethnographic strategies. 

Throughout the data-gathering process, I remained attentive to the complexity of 

my position in relationship to this research. Although I do not frame my project as 

autoethnographic, I draw methodologies from the field of autoethnography as a way to 

grapple with my immersion in the field of Christian dance. Because of this sense of felt 

tension, I employed several autoethnographic strategies, such as collaborative 

interviewing, that acknowledge the relationship of the researcher to the field of inquiry. 

Autoethnographic methodologies shape my orientation to research and the ways in which 

I situate myself as a researcher-participant in relation to my fields of inquiry. Since I am 

also a participant in these fields, autoethnographic methodologies enable me to 

acknowledge and negotiate the dynamics of power inherent to the research process. I 

empathize with the participants in this dissertation because of the many shared circles of 

truth we dwell in. Resonance is an embodied sensation. At different key moments 

throughout this research, I experienced a sense of resonance with my participants, and I 

chose to pay attention to those moments as generative of particular kinds of knowledge 

about our shared experiences. Further, autoethnographic methodologies help me to attend 

to the affordances and limitations of my own embodied experience and lived situation. 

Finally, autoethnographic methodologies help me to reorient the data collection process 
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as a series of co-constructed narratives reflective of dialogues among and between my 

participants and myself. 

Data Analysis 

My methods for data analysis and interpretation drew from traditional qualitative 

approaches, as well as those specific to the fields of religious studies and dance studies, 

to enable me to attend specifically to those moments in which dancing becomes religious 

for participants. Throughout the research process, I used memoing9 as a way to identify 

emergent themes and to reflect on my personal responses to the data.  

 Although I do not frame this dissertation as a case study, I found strategies from 

multisite case study methodology helpful in navigating within and among very different 

data collection sites. In particular, Merriam’s (2009) description of within-case and cross-

case analysis proved very helpful in navigating the sheer amount of data and in 

determining which participants to highlight for analysis in various thematic categories. In 

within-case analysis the research first analyzes the data within each case separately and 

writing a summary of analytical findings and interpretations. Then, using cross-case 

analysis, the researcher seeks to build a larger theoretical framework, which can 

encompass findings from each individual case. Further, it helped me to uncover which 

                                                      
9 Memoing is the process by which the researcher traces the development of descriptions 

and interpretations through ongoing, open-ended, stream-of-consciousness writings. 

Memoing can serve as a means for researchers to process through their emerging 

understandings, to wrestle with complications, contradictions, and assumptions, and to 

record the development of analyses and interpretations (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis 

1997, 189). 
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themes and categories were truly applicable to all participants and which ones might 

selectively apply to one or two participant groups.  

Conclusion 

 A qualitative research paradigm which draws on ethnography, autoethnography, 

and case study methodologies enables me to attend to the richly descriptive, particular, 

and complex practices of professional dancing Christians. In my analysis, I hold my 

positionality as a practitioner-researcher in juxtaposition with the data collected from my 

participants to highlight points of resonance and dissonance in our experiences. In the 

chapters that follow, I organize these junctures around the thematic concepts of narrative, 

embodied action, and choreography to explore how dancing Christians believe, behave, 

and belong as individuals and communities in this current cultural and historical moment. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DANCING CHRISTIAN STORIES: NARRATIVES  

FOR DANCE AND FAITH 

I always start my testimony with: “I was raised in a Christian home.” For me, 

this means I have a vague memory of talking to my mom about what it meant to be 

a Christian and praying the “sinner’s prayer”10 which essentially goes something 

like: “Dear God, I believe that I am a sinner and that Jesus died for my sins. 

Please forgive me and come into my heart. Amen.” What I remember more 

clearly is my mother’s memory of this story. I am not really sure where my 

memory of the experience leaves off and hers begins. I do remember, however, the 

moment when I realized that being a Christian meant having a personal, 

emotional, private relationship with God and that it was my responsibility to seek 

out this relationship. I am fourteen, and my family is attending a new church. 

During the singing, I look across the congregation and see a young woman only a 

little older than I. Her eyes are closed, her hands raised in an open-palmed 

embrace, and on her face is an expression of deep joy and peace. I have never 

seen someone my age express devotion to God so openly and demonstratively. At 

                                                      
10 John Fletcher notes that the sinner’s prayer “synthesizes a number of complex 

theological actions, confessing one’s sin and hell bound fate, affirming the core tenets of 

the Christian gospel, exhorting Christ to save, and professing a whole-self trust in 

Christ’s saving power” (2013, 83; italics in original). 



 

 60 

the same time, she looks like she is in her own world, alone with God. I think, “I 

want that.”  

As a point of entry, I began the research for this chapter with three guiding 

questions: What are the narrative practices of dancing Christians? What do these 

practices do for faith? What do they do for dance? When gathering interview data for this 

study, I framed the interview as an opportunity for participants to give a kind of 

testimony by asking them to relate stories of their religious and dancing lives. Using 

minimalist passive interviewing techniques, I hoped to elicit responses from participants 

that would enable them to direct the ways in which the two strands of faith and dance are 

woven together in their lives. I found that, for these participants, the stories of their lives 

as dancers and as people of faith were inseparable. In fact, for the participants, testimony 

was a central meaning-making device for practicing a Christian faith. Participants framed 

experiences of dance and faith as deeply connected to one another, as catalysts for artistic 

and spiritual growth, and as evidence to justify pursuing new opportunities under the 

auspices of God’s will and guidance. These testimonies, these life stories of dance and 

faith, are a central way in which dancing Christians practice their faith by making 

tangible connections between belief and experience.  

As a child, I grew up so immersed in the narrative practices of American 

evangelical Christianity (and later in the practices of emergent Christianity), that it was 

difficult for me, when I began to study them as a scholar, to unpack those things that felt 

so natural and self-evident. I cannot remember the first time I was asked to “give my 

testimony,” (although I have delivered it numerous times over the years) nor can I 
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remember being taught to read and interpret the Bible, to pray, or to talk about God with 

others in certain ways. These were just things that the people around me did, and I 

assumed, with a child’s innocence, that this was the way all Christians behaved in all 

times and all places. In spite of the lack of explicit teaching, I learned these narrative 

practices, and they became a part, not only of my vocabulary, but of the very ways in 

which I ordered my thinking and sought to make sense of the increasing complexity of 

my world. As I grew into adulthood, and particularly when I encountered people outside 

the American evangelical subculture, I began to realize that these ways of thinking and 

speaking about the world were not as self-evident as I first believed. I began to notice 

patterns of speech, shared vocabularies, and commonalities of interaction that made sense 

only within the boundaries of American evangelicalism. To understand and to speak 

these languages was like being part of a special club. There was a sense of mutual 

recognition and acknowledgement: we speak the same language; we must share the same 

ideas and values about the world and our place within it.  

The sense of shared narrative practice was most evident to me within the sub-sub-

culture of dancing Christians, an even smaller community in which I was engrossed 

throughout my teens and young adulthood. Dancing Christians talked about being called 

to be an artist in the same way that preachers spoke about the call to preach. They called 

God the Great Creator, the ultimate artist, who valued dance and called it good. Dancing 

Christians emphasized scriptures that mentioned positive treatment of the body or 

dancing as evidence that dancing was a permissible activity for Christians. I began to 

wonder about these ways of speaking: how widespread were these narrative practices 
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among dancing Christians? In what way do these narrative practices reflect or influence 

the ways in which dancing Christians experience dance and faith? How do these narrative 

practices affect the way dancing Christians train the body or create choreography? 

Testimony as Narrative Practice 

In this chapter, I use narrative as a framing discourse to explore testimonies as 

formal and informal strategies for organizing and telling stories of dance and faith. The 

terms narrative inquiry, narrative analysis, and narrative research are sometimes used 

interchangeably by scholars to indicate an attention to the role of stories and storytelling 

in the process of meaning making within a given culture. Creswell defines narrative 

research as an attention to a phenomenon that “begins with the experiences as expressed 

in lived and told stories of individuals” (2013, 70). For American evangelical and 

emerging Christians, testimony is a kind of narrative practice in which practitioners 

construct (and reconstruct) spiritual life stories. Testimonies are necessarily retrospective: 

from the vantage point of the present, the narrator looks back at the sometimes chaotic, 

messy past through the lens of fragile memory and reconstructs a sense of what happened 

and what it meant. Testimonies are also dynamic: a person may construct a testimony and 

draw certain meanings and conclusions from past experiences in different ways at 

different times of life based on a new sequence of events or set of experiences that 

confirm or contradict previous meanings and conclusions. Thus, in attempting to capture 

past events and experiences and in some way make those experiences concrete, 

testimonies demonstrate for participants that God is real and acting within one’s life.  
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Typically, testifying is a formal ritual in which an individual delivers a pre-

constructed narrative of his/her life story for a specific purpose, such as a qualification 

for membership into a particular community, like a church or religious school. The 

archetypal testimony often hinges on a pivotal conversion experience in which the 

believer is transformed from an outsider to an insider, from the despised to the beloved, 

the condemned to the redeemed. This narrative of redemption is also rich with 

descriptions of life before and after the conversion experience. Life before conversion is 

characterized negatively: self-destruction, powerlessness, fear, anger, sadness, loneliness, 

as well as feelings of purposelessness, hopelessness, and lack. As evidence of the 

authenticity of the conversion experience, life after conversion is characterized 

positively: change, growth, hopefulness, purpose, joy, peace, confidence, and love. This 

version of the conversion narrative is typically employed by those who became Christians 

as teenagers or adults.  

Those who made confessions of faith at an early age may employ another version 

of the conversion narrative. In some instances, people with this kind of experience may 

not even remember their first conversion experience. Instead, they have heard from older 

family members the story of how they spoke the words of belief in Christ and prayed to 

ask Jesus into their heart. These stories, filtered through family memory, become a part of 

their personal faith memories. Since these testimonies lack a dramatic conversion 

experience, these participants sometimes speak of a later moment in which they decided 

to make the inherited faith of their families their own practice.  
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Anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann observes that evangelical conversion narratives 

are “told again and again in evangelical churches, and often they acquire a local 

sameness, so that any church seems dense with the same kinds of personal struggles” 

(2012, 7). In conjunction with this sense of communal structure, conversion narratives 

emphasize personal agency (the individual has a moment of realization which requires a 

response), which results in a sense of personal, private engagement and relationship with 

God. Theater scholar John Fletcher notes that the performance of narrating conversion 

rehearses the performance of faith again and again, cementing layers of belief with new 

experiences and insights over time (2013, 93). Finally, this performance of testimony is 

embodied. The acts of standing, speaking before others, the call and response between 

speaker and listeners, the use of particular kinds of facial expressions and hand gestures 

all operate to elicit powerful, embodied emotional responses that serve to solidify a sense 

of the authenticity of the conversion experience. For dancing Christians, the narrative 

practices of testimony are significant forms of individual and community identity 

construction that contribute to a sense of shared cultural lexicon and have implications 

for embodied experiences of dance and faith. In this chapter, I focus on how dancing 

Christians employ testimony as a way to grapple with the integration of individual and 

communal experiences of dance and faith in ways that coalesce with larger 

metanarratives in American evangelical and emergence Christianity. 

The participants in this study belong to more than one kind of community 

simultaneously. They are part of their local dance communities and religious 

communities, which have distinct value systems and practices. They are also part of the 
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larger American cultural and religious landscapes. In some ways, participants experience 

the communities of dance and religion as antithetical to each other. Thus, a part of their 

narrative practices involve overlapping these two worlds, making sense of divergent 

experiences and bringing religious and dance experiences together into a largely 

harmonious whole. The participants in this study have been dancers and Christians for 

many years, some for decades. With the accumulation of years comes a sense of 

established vantage point and the ability to look back into the past with layers of 

experience. This creates a particular kind of testimony that is necessarily different from 

the immediacy of the recent convert. Yet, the stories captured in this document reflect a 

moment in time, a place of emerging understanding, a fragmentary and fragmented story. 

My intention here is not to bring a sense of false cohesion to these narratives. Rather, this 

work demonstrates the complexity and richness involved in constructing a spiritual and 

dancing life.  

 In the first part of this chapter, I explore the ways in which individuals and 

groups use narrative practices of testimony to achieve a sense of internal coherence in 

their religious and dancing lives. I explore the commonalities and divergences among 

participants’ use of turning points and re-scripting in relating the stories of their 

professional and religious lives. Then, I examine the metaphors that dancing Christians 

use to describe their practices of dancing in religious terms. Finally, I explore the practice 

of re-scripting the Bible for dance to demonstrate the ways in which dancing Christians 

imaginatively read the Bible in ways that legitimize dance in Christian contexts. In this 

chapter, I argue that the distinctive narrative practices of dancing Christians contribute to 
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a sense of individual and communal coherence within American evangelical and 

emergence Christianity and serve as a means to integrate participants’ dancing and 

religious lives. The resulting phenomenon is distinctive among dancing Christians as they 

create a faith that dances and a dance that is full of faith. A kind of dancing faith emerges 

in which the practices inform one another in significant and profound ways. Dancing 

Christians conceptualize self as dancer through the lens of faith. In the same way, 

dancing Christians conceptualize their Christian practice through the lens of dance. 

Dance and faith are inextricably and mutually informative parts of what it means to be a 

dancing Christian in the world.  

Ad Deum Dance Company: Sacred Gift, Sacred Calling 

Although Artistic Director of Ad Deum Dance Company Randall Flinn grew up 

in a nominally Catholic household, he marks his conversion to evangelical Christianity as 

occurring in his young adulthood. Flinn had a troubled and somewhat tumultuous 

upbringing. From an early age, Flinn experienced dance as a means of escape and a form 

of solace in the midst of chaotic family life. He describes memories of listening to 

records and dancing alone in his room:  

It became an abiding place for me. It became a tabernacle, a shelter, a refuge, a 

fortress. I escaped to it almost daily. It was valuable to me to find that place that 

prompted my imagination, but even more, it brought me comfort. I didn’t feel like 

I had a choice—I had to go that place. I had to move. 

Despite the comfort that dancing afforded him, Flinn believes that his love of dance 

became unbalanced. Dance was his primary source of love, affirmation, and personal 
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identity. After an injury as a young adult, Flinn found his confidence in his abilities 

shaken and began to question whether or not the practice of dance could fulfill his need 

for love and acceptance.  

Flinn marks the moment of his conversion as an encounter during a visit to a 

friend’s church. Although he was a successful and sought-after performer and 

choreographer in the Houston area, Flinn was very unhappy. He felt friendless and alone; 

he struggled to overcome memories of a difficult childhood. Although it had been a 

constant source of comfort and joy in his life, dance was not sufficient to keep these 

difficult emotions at bay or to fulfill his longings for connection and community. In fact, 

Flinn observes just the opposite:  

I found myself, especially in my creativity, going from (a) “let me entertain you” 

type of dance to doing things that were really dark and scary. There’s a scripture 

in the Bible that says, “Out of the abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks.” I 

believe out of the abundance of our hearts, our art also speaks. So what was going 

on inside of me was being fleshed out in the incarnation of my creativity.  

Here Flinn asserts a common trope among American evangelicals, that the exterior, in 

terms of physical appearance or output, in some way reflects a manifestation of the 

interior, whether emotional or spiritual.11 Thus, Flinn’s negative spiritual and emotional 

state resulted in dance practices that reflected this darkness. 

                                                      
11 See Griffith’s treatment of this practice, which she terms “flesh-reading” in Born Again 

Bodies: Flesh and Spirit in American Christianity (2004, 26). 
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While attending his friend’s church, Flinn heard the testimony of a woman whose 

athletic skills and abilities were taken away after a catastrophic head injury.12 Yet, this 

woman loved God and believed firmly that she was loved by God, perhaps even more 

than before her injury. Flinn reflects,  

And I’m thinking, “With all my choreographic skills, would I be able to go back 

and repair my broken life? I realized, with all my artistic abilities, I can’t. . .” But 

then this woman began to talk about the grace of God and the forgiveness of God 

and the ability to start new. There was a scripture reference: “If any man is in 

Christ, he is a new creation. Old things have passed away and all things became 

new.” And I thought at that moment, “Okay, there are two choices to make here. 

This is either the greatest deception in the entire universe, or this is true. This is 

God’s love. The real God. I don’t know that God. But if he exists, then I want to 

challenge him [chuckles]. . . . If you love her, then, God, you also love me, 

because I’m every bit as broken as she is.”  

 

 

                                                      
12 Flinn is referring to a film about Joni Eareckson Tada, a woman who suffered a 

traumatic brain injury during a diving accident, which resulted in her quadriplegia. 

Eareckson Tada became a prominent figure in the American evangelical community 

because of her testimony—her assertion that she believed God loved her and had a good 

plan for her life despite a difficult change in life circumstances.  
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Sitting in the congregation at his friend’s church, Flinn did not pray. He did not 

go forward for an altar call.13 Instead, he had a quiet realization of God’s peace and 

presence that he calls “indescribable.” From that moment on, Flinn called himself a 

Christian and began to ask what it meant to live as a Christian in the world. Flinn never 

entertained the notion that he should stop being a dancer and choreographer. Rather, he 

had the sense that he should continue these practices, but, as a Christian, he should pursue 

them differently. He asked God: “How does my life, my dancing, integrate with this 

understanding of God’s love. . . ? And I felt like the Lord said to me, ‘Dance for me.’ 

What does that mean? How do you dance for God?” For dancing Christians, as a subset 

of American evangelical and emerging Christianity, this is how one lives the Christian 

life: it is a constant weighing and measuring, a constant process of submission, a constant 

negotiation with being in the world and not of the world. In different ways, all the 

participants in this study are asking a version of this question: What does it mean to live 

my [dancing] life in ways that bring glory to God? The process of answering this 

question is how dancing Christians practice their faith in the world. 

Turning points are key features in faith narratives because they demonstrate the 

evidence that a faith in God does something that can be qualitatively measured by 

participants. Leavy notes that, “turning points are often vital to participants’ structuring 

of their narratives and the experiences to which they attest” (2009, 31). In particular, 

                                                      
13 Emerging in popular practice in the U. S. in the 1800s, an altar call occurs when the 

preacher asks congregants to respond to the presentation of the gospel message by 

leaving their seats and walking to the front of the church [where the altar is] as an act of 

public profession of faith (Sweeney and Rodgers 2008). 
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turning points can indicate a shift in mindset, experience or interpretation. For dancing 

Christians like Flinn, turning points can also be a way to mark shifts in experiences of 

dance, to mark shifts in approaches to dance training, choreography and performance, 

and/or to mark shifts in their understanding of the place, purpose, and significance of 

dance in their lives.  

After he became a Christian, Flinn began to understand that his needs for love and 

affirmation could only be satisfied by a divine and eternal being. He realized that dance 

had become his god, his religion, the thing he was living for and that gave his life 

meaning, but also that the satisfaction he found in dance was fleeting and finite. The 

dancing Christians in this study frame negative experiences, such as difficult childhoods 

or lack of professional success, as moments to look back and identify God’s loving 

interaction in the circumstances. Re-scripting (also called re-plotting or re-storying) is a 

concept in narrative research that refers to the processes whereby narrators reflect on past 

experiences and filter, frame, shape, and/or construct a sense of meaning from the 

sometimes random and seemingly meaningless events of their lives.14  

                                                      
14 Folklorist Elaine Lawless presents an intriguing example of this process in the context 

of religious practice. In “Rescripting Their Lives and Narratives: Spiritual Life Stories of 

Pentecostal Women Preachers,” Lawless explores the dynamics of faith narratives in the 

context of Pentecostal women preachers in rural Missouri in the 1970s and 80s. Lawless 

asserts that the narratives constructed by these women preachers serve as a form of re-

scripting in which the call to preach combines personal experiences with an established 

form of narrative structure. Lawless argues that re-scripting can be simultaneously 

liberating and confining. It is liberating in that women have the power to step outside the 

hierarchical constructs that often confine them to the home by speaking in a public 

forum; it is confining in that women must still conform their personal experiences to a 

particular form of narrative and interpretation of experience deemed acceptable by the 

group.  
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Looking back on his love of dance as a child, Flinn identifies the comfort and joy 

he found in dance as indicative of God’s presence in his life from an early age. In this 

way, Flinn is able to rescript the narrative of a tumultuous childhood and painful young 

adulthood while maintaining his belief in a benevolent, all-knowing God. Flinn tries to 

pursue dance as the source of comfort and finds it ultimately unsatisfying. Then, Flinn 

pursues God and finds that God is the thing that satisfies him and, consequently, makes 

dance satisfying for him again. Dance becomes the catalyst that ultimately draws Flinn to 

God as an adult. Flinn found comfort in dance (not realizing that it was God who was 

comforting him through dance).15 

Ballet Magnificat!: Let Us Praise His Name With Dancing 

Although the story of Founder, Artistic Director, and Principal Dancer Kathy 

Thibodeaux is integral to the narrative of the company, the stories of her long-time 

company members and leadership team are also important to incorporate because of the 

ways in which their narratives contribute collaboratively to the picture of Ballet 

Magnificat! as a community of dancing Christians. In this section, I construct a collage of 

                                                      
15 Another way re-scripting functions in Christian narratives is in attempting to make 

sense of tragedy or evil. Painful or hurtful experiences, especially those that come by no 

fault of one’s own, are the most difficult to reconcile with the notion of a good and loving 

God who is intimately connected with one’s daily life. Anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann 

notes that “the problem of faith is not finding the idea of God plausible, but sustaining 

belief in the face of disconfirmation” (2012, 278). In other words, experiences that might 

be extremely painful for the individual are granted a sense of significance because they 

might be used by God to achieve a greater good for the group. Painful experiences might 

also be for the building of character or to create a greater sense of humility and 

dependence on God.  
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complex and intertwining narratives from Thibodeaux and other members of the 

company. 

 Although Thibodeaux did not relate her actual conversion experience to me, she 

called the experience “the biggest thing in my life.” Thibodeaux’s testimony enacts a 

retrospective practice in which she looks back at the events of her life through the lens of 

faith to attest to the evidence of God’s presence and guidance. For Thibodeaux’s 

testimony, conversion is the point of entry to a larger testimony that narrates her life as 

Christian for almost forty years.  

After her conversion to Christianity, Thibodeaux, already an accomplished 

professional dancer with Ballet Mississippi, briefly considered leaving her career:  

I was going to give it up. And I had Christians telling me, “You need to give this 

up. Being a Christian and dancing don’t go together.” But I did a lot of praying, 

talking to my husband, and I just really felt like God wanted me to stay where I 

was [at Ballet Mississippi]. I thought he had placed me there. And I’m thinking—

now that I know where my gift of dance came from, why all the sudden would I 

stop? I never really felt like that’s what the Lord wanted me to do. I felt like he 

wanted me to keep on dancing. 

Thibodeaux’s questioning of the appropriateness of dance in Christian practice hints at 

the long history of antagonism surrounding dance and the body in Christian history 

discussed earlier in this dissertation. Given this history, and her social and cultural 

location in the Deep South, Thibodeaux’s assertion that God wanted her to dance was a 

radical claim. Thibodeaux quickly dismissed the idea of discarding dance because she 
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was confident that her gift of dancing came from God. In this way, Thibodeaux expresses 

the idea that talents and abilities are gifts from God and should be used in service to him, 

even if they are not traditional religious activities like preaching, prayer, etc. Slowly, 

Thibodeaux began to feel like God was giving her a vision for an exclusively Christian 

company, although she had never heard of a Christian dance company and did not know 

any other dance professionals who were also Christian. Thibodeaux felt like God was 

leading her in this because when she prayed about it or talked to her husband about it, she 

“felt a peace in her heart,” an embodied sensation of stillness, confidence, and calm 

resolution. Eventually, Thibodeaux decided to leave Ballet Mississippi to pursue the 

formation of her own company. 

When local business owners and leaders in the community discovered 

Thibodeaux wanted to start a Christian dance company, she was inundated with 

encouragement and offers of financial support. “It was just so amazing. . . right away 

God started confirming this was the direction he wanted me to go in.” Again, the support 

that Thibodeaux garnered for her endeavor is striking, given her geographic location in a 

religiously conservative area of the country. For Thibodeaux, the confirmation by the 

larger community of her personal realization that dance was a gift from God and could be 

morally pursued by the Christian artist was further evidence to her that God was truly 

guiding her steps and blessing the establishment of her company.  

By calling herself a Christian dancer and identifying her company as a Christian 

company, Thibodeaux sets herself and her company apart from secular professional 

dance in explicitly defined ways: of the companies surveyed in this study, only Ballet 
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Magnificat! requires that all company members be confessing Christians, thus 

establishing a sense of distinctiveness and boundary around their work as dance artists in 

a uniquely Christian paradigm. To accomplish this, all prospective company members 

have to orally deliver their testimony as part of the audition process. Thibodeaux notes, 

All of our dancers, all our trainees, all our staff, everyone you see that is here in 

this building, that works here, are Christians. To be a trainee, they have to have a 

letter of recommendation from their pastor, they have to come here, they have to 

audition, they have to give a testimony. Each one has to stand up and give a 

testimony. . . . In front of everybody else. And they’re here for a couple of days 

and [there is] a lot of prayer about who to bring in.  

While this might seem off-putting and exclusionary to some, for Thibodeaux and the 

other members of the company, this practice of rigorous vetting on a technical and 

spiritual level affords the company a sense of unity. Thibodeaux avers (and other 

company members echoed this sentiment), “It’s just such a blessing and a privilege to be 

in a group where everybody has that same purpose, that same vision, to honor the Lord 

through whatever they do.” Importantly, Thibodeaux does not characterize this restriction 

as a boundary. Instead, she thinks people who are not Christian would not be happy 

working with the company because of its focus on a distinctively Christian message. 

Thibodeaux believes that requiring all company members to be Christians enables their 

company to achieve a sense of unified mission and purpose they would not have with 

another configuration. 
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I asked company member Joshua Wise to tell me about his experience of 

delivering his testimony during his audition process. Due to auditioning during the 

summer season, Wise did not deliver his testimony to the entire company. Instead, he 

presented it to long-time company member and Artistic Director of the Omega Company 

(junior company), Jiri Voborsky. Despite the smaller audience, Wise remembers the 

experience as “nerve wracking”:  

Being where I am now, I know that there really is a safety and freedom in being 

vulnerable before others and, most importantly, the Lord. I can't say I had the 

right perspective in the beginning to understand that the testimony I have is 

definitely for the glory of God and not for my own benefit.  

Here, Wise reframes his previous experience through the lens of his continued 

experiences with the company. During the audition, he was worried about making it into 

the company and wanted his testimony to measure up to a vague standard of external 

religiosity. From his current vantage point, Wise believes that the practice of delivering a 

testimony before others is about the practice of vulnerability and humility and is 

important for contributing to a sense of community among speakers and listeners. 

Another kind of re-scripting process occurs in which participants reimagine the 

definition and function of a particular idea in context. In this case, dancing Christians 

rescript the notion of professional success. For the members of Ballet Magnificat!, 

success as a professional dancer is about being willing to sacrifice the artistic integrity of 

a work for the spiritual and relational health of the dance community. If there are internal 
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conflicts among company members, those members might be suspended from performing 

until the conflict is resolved, even if that suspension occurs right before a performance. 

Long-time company member and resident spiritual advisor,16 Jon Vandervelde asserts, 

“The show does not go on. We have to be able to stop the show to get things right.” For 

Vandervelde, company members can only perform together with integrity when there is 

harmony among the group: 

We are producing these works for our God, who, first of all, looks not at the 

works, but at the heart.17 So the product may be a good product, but if we 

ourselves are essentially hypocritical—in other words, we’re presenting a 

storyline we’re not living out—then we are aware that that hypocrisy will result in 

our strong efforts in the actual product being, to one degree or another, in vain.  

The members of Ballet Magnificat! are willing to sacrifice the artistic integrity of a work 

(in this case by stopping a performance or not allowing certain company members to 

perform) for the sake of the integrity of their Christian community. 

Ballet Magnificat! also re-scripts the purpose and function of a professional dance 

company. A significant part of their mission statement, Ballet Magnificat! declares, is “to 

                                                      
16 Although his formal title is “personnel director,” in his interview with me, Vandervelde 

called his role “pastor-ish.” While the company is focused on ministering to audiences, 

Vandervelde makes sure that the company members feel ministered to as well through 

prayer, informal counseling, accountability, and encouragement. Vandervelde is also 

responsible for writing company policy on codes of conduct and mission. Vandervelde 

acknowledges that it is a complicated position (for which he has no formal theological or 

human resources training). However, it is not an uncommon practice for people in small 

evangelical religious organizations to lack formal training for the roles they assume. 

17 Vandervelde is referencing 1 Samuel 16:7b [NASV]: “God sees not as man sees, for 

man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” 
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help in the restoration of dance as a worshipful part of the life of the Church, by 

exploring with congregations the part that movement and action can play in the 

expression of faith” (“Mission Statement” n.d.). Kathy Thibodeaux emphasizes that the 

notion of Christian dance, especially Christian dance in a professional context, was an 

unheard of innovation when she began her company. Her experience speaks to the place 

of tension that dance continues to occupy in many Christian spaces. Companies like 

Ballet Magnificat! occupy a place of tension twice over: on the one hand, they are trying 

to establish themselves as legitimate in terms of professional dance standards and on the 

other hand, they are working to establish themselves as legitimately Christian to the rest 

of the Christian community. The stakes for these dancing Christians are very high. 

Thibodeaux remembers preparing a concert for a church and being cautioned by the 

pastoral leadership that “dance would live or die” with their performance: “[Christian 

dance] was so new. Nobody knew what that looked like, so it was hard to explain. . . . It 

was hard, and we were very, very careful about the music we chose, the choreography, 

the costumes. We were pretty much covered from here to here [laughs and gestures to 

head and feet]. . . . We didn’t want anyone to be offended for sure.” Although new 

developments in worship spaces and new theological trends, such as the growth of the 

emerging church discussed in Chapter Two, indicate a sense of greater acceptance for the 
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practice of dance in Christianity worship, Ballet Magnificat! continues to see a message 

of the acceptability of dance as a vital part of its mission as a company.18  

Dishman + Co. Choreography: Testimonies of Journey 

Elizabeth Dishman, of Dishman + Co. Choreography in Brooklyn, New York, 

grew up in a Christian home among a family of performers. “I grew up in the church, and 

I think I always believed in Jesus. But I was in junior high and I was just in a moment of 

‘There’s got to be something else.’ And God was like, ‘Yeah, it’s me. It’s time to come to 

me.’” In this way, Dishman expresses her sense that the faith practices of her family 

should now become a personal, individual practice and relationship between her and God, 

irrespective of the practices of her family. Dishman also remembers different members of 

her family participating in the practice of glossolalia or “speaking in tongues,” in which 

the individual, during prayer, appears to enter a trance or flow-like state, and begins 

speaking in what seems to be gibberish or nonsense words, yet these words have a sense 

of structure and language to them that marks them as different from gibberish. In some 

charismatic sects of Christianity, the ability to speak in tongues is highly valued as a 

special experience of communion with God and as evidence to the community of 

believers that the individual is in true communion with God. Dishman had never been 

able to achieve this practice, and she had a nagging sense of loss about it. “I began to feel 

so jealous. You know my whole family [spoke in tongues] and I didn’t. I wanted that—to 

                                                      

18 For additional reading on the developments of church worship spaces see Kilde 2008. 

For a discussion of the implications of these developments for dance in American 

evangelical churches, see Wright 2013. 
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tap into that pure, umbilical cord connection to God.” While attending a Christian dance 

conference, Dishman experienced a moment in which she believes God spoke to her 

about this desire: “I really think he said to me, ‘This is your language. I’m giving you this 

language’. . . . I go back to that a lot. I mean, maybe I made it up. That’s possible. But I 

believe that. . . . And it was coupled with a longing and, I think, a gift to speak to people 

in movement.” In this way, Dishman re-scripts a traditional Christian practice, that of 

speaking in tongues, and applies this sense of spiritual gifting to the practice of dance. 

Dance becomes a kind of spiritual gift with a special capacity for communicating with 

others and for communing with God. 

However, for Dishman, receiving dance as a spiritual gift is not about celebrating 

a sense of strength. Instead, Dishman felt compelled to pursue dance precisely because it 

was an area in which she did not feel a sense of inherent strength or confidence. Dishman 

had to work to grow as an artist and often felt at a disadvantage among peers who seemed 

to have more training than she did. “I felt so affirmed in going towards dance because I 

was not the best. I felt like one the ways in which God led me to dance was that it wasn’t 

my biggest strength.” Dishman doesn’t use the term “calling” to describe her role as a 

dance maker. Rather, she characterizes her experiences of faith and dance as a kind of 

journey. She recognizes key moments in her life in which she felt like “God was opening 

up doors for me” in dance, by which she means that she was receiving opportunities to 

perform and create. When she did those things, she received positive feedback from 

audiences and other dance professionals. For Dishman, the notion that dance is a kind of 

sacred journey means that God uses the circumstances of making work as a means to 
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refine her character and deepen her relationship with him. With a laugh, Dishman says, “I 

feel like God uses [choreography] projects to sanctify me, to grow me in grace, to grow 

me in trust. Or show me where I’m weak. One of the biggest. . . discipleship practice 

grounds is how to deal with frustrations with the dancers.” When artistic or practical 

conflicts arise with her dancers, Dishman tells herself, 

I believe that God can make me strong here and he cares about this work. I can 

say it with authenticity and not just because I want to be perceived as generous or 

a great director. I’m really scared about [problems], but I think it’s been a joy to 

grow in that way. It’s almost like a spiritual practice because those things always 

come up. 

In her work as a choreographer, Dishman also re-scripts the function and purpose 

of professional dance but in very different ways than Ad Deum Dance Company and 

Ballet Magnificat! Although all participants in this study mention a desire to bring a 

sense of love and blessing to their secular dance counterparts, Dishman believes that one 

of her primary “ministries” is an opportunity to communicate a sense of sacrificial love 

towards her own company members. Instead of making dances with other Christians that 

display Biblical stories or danced Christian themes, Dishman endeavors to demonstrate a 

Christ-like love to her fellow artists. As an example of this, Dishman relates an 

experience in which a dancer in her cast asked to miss rehearsals so that she could travel 

to visit her family. Dishman’s initial reaction of was one of fear and self-protection. She 

needed all her company members to rehearse for an upcoming show. Instead, she chose 

to believe that God cared about the integrity of her work and that he would enable her to 
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refine it in fewer rehearsals. The dancer was able to visit her family with Dishman’s 

blessing, and Dishman felt affirmed that she had valued the humanity of her dancer more 

than her utility as a member of the ensemble. 

Dishman references 2 Corinthians 5:20 [NIV], “We are therefore Christ’s 

ambassadors, as though God was making his appeal through us. We implore you on 

Christ’s behalf: be reconciled to God,” when she reflects, 

I think everyone is trying to grapple with what kind of ambassadors we are. I 

think God uses us all differently, and I’m comfortable with that. I don’t really feel 

that I need to change what I do in order to close more deals for Christ, you know? 

[laughs]. . . . I know I can grow in sharing Christ. I want to grow. It’s always a 

journey and there’s a lot of mystery. Maybe it’s the particular community I’m in, 

a very secular community, very liberal politically and culturally. I don’t think that 

a very direct approach is going to be fruitful. But I do pray for those times when I 

can say a direct word, and that God would make that fruitful. 

It is important to note that Dishman intentionally chooses to situate herself as a 

professional dancer and choreographer in secular contexts. Dishman’s comment that she 

does not sense that an overt evangelistic stance would “work” in these communities is not 

meant to indicate that if she thought it would work, she would be overtly evangelistic. 

Instead, part of her project seems to be breaking down the barriers between believers and 

non-believers. She observes, 

I came from an “us/them” background, which is like “We’re Christians. We’ve 

got to protect ourselves from the world or from secularity.” But I look at Pina 
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Bausch or [other] amazing artists—they make me praise, they make me worship. 

That is the power of common grace. God made us all creators. And it’s not just 

that I am a Christian and I have a personal connection with the creator, so I should 

be a better artist. His grace is so lavish! He wants everyone to create. He wants 

the whole creation to be fertile. 

Dishman deliberately situates herself in secular dance communities because she resists 

notions of separation between sacred and secular in her professional and private life. 

Instead, Dishman wants to explore ideas related to faith and spirituality in the midst of a 

diverse community. This sense of difference enriches and complicates her work in ways 

that she finds find satisfying and challenging. At the same time, she feels a sense of 

common humanity, instead of common religious ideology, among her dancers that 

creates a very different sense of community for her.  

Karin Stevens Dance: Evolving Narratives of Faith 

When I first approached Karin Stevens, of Karin Stevens Dance, in Seattle, 

Washington, about being a part of this study, she was intrigued, but hesitant. Stevens’ 

faith journey does not follow a conventional pattern. Stevens is very aware of the 

stereotypical conceptions around evangelicals in the larger culture and is not interested in 

being lumped into a category that she has many personal disagreements with. Over the 

course of the year that I was collecting data and conducting fieldwork for this study, 

Stevens experienced a powerful evolution in her own understanding of her faith and its 

implications for her religious and creative practice. At one point, Stevens told me she was 

unsure about even calling herself a Christian because her beliefs had shifted so 
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dramatically. At the time of this writing, Stevens is still calling herself a Christian. She 

attends an Episcopal church and even serves as an acolyte. Yet, Stevens’ narrative 

illustrates the ways in which seismic shifts of belief and practice are occurring in 

American Christianity and the dynamic nature of faith in our contemporary moment. 

Although she studied for many years as a ballet dancer and an actor, Karin 

Stevens also suffered physical injuries and emotional wounds as a result of her training. 

During her tender adolescent years, she received devastating feedback about the 

perceived limitations of her anatomical structure. There was a sense from her teachers 

that she had talent and movement ability, but lacked something structural that would 

ultimately keep her from being successful at a professional level. “[I was] just aching, 

agonizing. Not really knowing if I was meant to be a dancer, but filled with so much pain 

and longing. This is what I’ve got to do, but who am I?” Despite, or perhaps because of, a 

sense of confidence in her power as a performer and a deep drive to pursue dance, 

Stevens grappled with her sense of identity as an artist.  

While studying in Spain during her young adulthood, Stevens discovered the 

technique and philosophies of Martha Graham and resonated with Graham’s emphasis on 

revealed effort. When Stevens returned from Spain, she enrolled at the University of 

Washington, where she began taking classes in modern dance and performed in a 

graduate student concert. She immediately caught the attention of the dance faculty and 

was encouraged to declare a dance major. At the same time, she became a Christian after 

reading Faulkner’s short story, “Light in August,” for her comparative literature class, in 

which the protagonist, Joe Christmas, represents a kind of Christ figure. Stevens’ 
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professor invited a Presbyterian minister to visit the class to discuss this allusion to 

Christ. Stevens remembers, 

He drew something on the board, this horizontal/vertical thing. [He explained] 

that Jesus united man to God because he united the horizontal with the vertical. 

And I just had this moment where I. . . I got it. I believe in this. I didn’t know 

what to do with it. . . so, there began the journey. . . . There was something about 

that time for me with my body and my [emotional and physical] health. . . and 

coming back to my truest self, which is the dancer in me and becoming a believer.   

In her current professional life as an artistic director and choreographer, Stevens 

wrestles with what it means to be a dance artist, what her contribution to the dance 

community is, and what part her faith journey plays in her life and work. Yet, when I 

asked her what it meant for her to be a dancer who is also a Christian, she responded 

immediately and with conviction:  

It’s about LOVE. . . . Where do we find the intersections of love? Where does 

love help us find the intersections in our faith stories and in our backgrounds? 

Ultimately, what was Christ, this Jesus man? [He] was about changing spaces 

with love and touch and words and sitting with somebody who was the  

outcast. . . . It’s not about me. I’m called to do this [make dances]. I just have to 

trust that it’s about loving people. 

In this way, Stevens articulates a confidence that the dance is a sacred calling, a gift from 

God given to her to fulfill a sacred task. While some participants in this study see this 

calling as primarily about pursuing excellence in craft, for Stevens, this sacred task is 
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primarily about loving the people she interacts with, from her dancers to audiences and 

other arts professionals in her community.  

Like Dishman, Karin Stevens also re-scripts her role as a dancing Christian to 

indicate the ways in which she attends to others in her company. Stevens emphasizes, “I 

look at my life and my movement practice as more than being a dancer, more than just 

making dance. . . . It’s helped me move past whether I’m making good or bad work. . . . 

It’s about love. It’s about the process, the doing-it-together, the humanity of it.” Stevens’ 

emphasis on process and her interest in exploring spirituality through metaphor and 

abstraction indicates the ways in which she values the people who work with and for her 

to create dances and her sense that the process of exploring these themes through dance-

making create an atmosphere for healing and transformation to take place in her life and 

in the lives of her dancing collaborators.  

For the participants in this study, the first function of re-scripting is to enable 

them to negotiate the tensions between individual experience and larger group narratives 

from both the professional dance community and the larger American Christian 

landscape. Dancing Christians navigate what it means to be professional dancers in light 

of their experiences and understandings of who they are as Christians. Simultaneously, 

dancing Christians navigate what it means to be Christian in light of their experiences and 

values as dancers. In this way, dancing Christians participate in one of the central 

practices of contemporary American evangelical and emergent Christianity—negotiating 

what it means to “be in the world, but not of it.” 
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Dancing Christian Metanarratives and Metaphors 

American evangelicals and emerging Christians believe that the conversion to 

Christianity should re-orient the believer’s life in fundamental ways. For the dancing 

Christians in this study, the practice of faith involves a fundamental reorientation for the 

meaning and purpose of dance as well. In addition to narrative practices of testimony, 

dancing Christians employ a particular kind of metanarrative: the sense that being skilled 

in the practices of dance is a sacred gift from God and that being a dance artist is a kind 

of sacred calling or sacred journey; it is something in which the call to be a Christ-

follower and a professional dancer are inextricably intertwined. The tasks, demands, and 

sacrifices of pursuing professional dance are made, not for professional status or acclaim, 

but for the glory and honor of God. Anthropologist Brian Howell (2012) argues that 

metanarratives serve as more than an organizing container for experiences. In many 

ways, they influence experience to such an extent that a primary function of the work of 

the experience is to actualize the metanarrative. For the dancing Christians in this study, 

the metanarrative of dance as sacred calling or journey serves to shape experiences of 

dance as well as organize them into a comprehensible story. 

In Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson argue that human thought 

processes are essentially metaphorical in nature and that the practice of metaphor has 

developed, not as a rhetorical flourish to language, but as a reflection of the fundamental 

reality of human cognition. Further, metaphorical language connects everyday lived 

experience and the larger cultural systems that structure our experience. For dancing 

Christians, metaphors for the body, dance, and religion contribute to the coherence of 
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their project but also structure their experiences of the body and dance as religious 

experiences. The commonality that dancing Christians experience in deploying these 

metaphors in particular ways contributes to the building of dancing Christian 

communities. In her work on dancing communities, Judith Hamera notes, 

Metaphor is a technology of intimacy, an in-group discourse that creates coherent, 

if diverse, communities in the here and now, and a set of protocols designed to 

make images communicable over time. . . . Metaphor makes a double move. First, 

it invites its students into the community of initiates. . . metaphor offers an 

invitation within an invitation: a tactic for staking a personal and intimate claim 

on apparatus, on movements and vocabulary, and on the relationships that 

crystallize around them. (2011, 32-33) 

Dancing Christians use metaphors to define what dance is and/or to describe the role of 

dance in ways that contribute to a sense of intelligibility for everyday practices and to 

build coherent connections to American evangelical and professional concert dance 

contexts. Sometimes metaphors are words or phrases taken from scripture verses and 

applied to dance; in other instances, terms and concepts from concert dance vocabularies 

are transmuted to a spiritual context. However, dancing Christians go beyond definition 

and description to suggest that embodying these metaphors in dance does something 

more: the engagement of the body to deploy metaphor actualizes or manifests or 

physicalizes the connection between spirit and body.  

For dancing Christians, the metaphors of body as temple or body as vessel are 

commonly deployed to describe the situation of Christian bodies in relationship to God 
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and to suggest ways in which the practice of dance can contribute to the cultivation of the 

body as a temple or vessel for the spirit of God. These metaphors draw directly from two 

passages of scripture. In 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 [NIV] the author writes: “Do you not 

know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, who you have 

received from God? You are not your own; you were bought with a price. Therefore, 

honor God with your bodies.” In 2 Corinthians 4:6-7 [New American Standard Version], 

the author writes,  

For God, who said, ‘Light shall shine out of darkness,’ is the One who has shone 

in our hearts to give the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of 

Christ. But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing 

greatness of the power will be of God and not of us.  

These verses give a special role to the body in Christian practice as a sacred place for the 

dwelling of God’s divine presence. Lakoff and Johnson refer these as “container 

metaphors” and assert that the nature of our embodiment makes this particularly powerful 

because of the ways we experience our bodily selves as containers. They observe that 

“we are physical beings, bounded and set off from the rest of the world by the surface of 

our skins, and we experience the rest of the world as outside us” (2003, 29). In Chapter 

Five, I will explore the ways in which these metaphors for embodiment in Christian 

practice influence and shape the ways in which dancing Christians frame and enact the 

body in dance and religion. 

Among the participants in this study, there is a clear division in metaphors for 

dance. For Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum, dance is a vehicle. This means that dance is 
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not an end in itself, rather it is the means to something else, the thing that mobilizes other 

objectives. Long-time Ballet Magnificat! company member Jon Vandervelde affirms that 

the company’s primary purpose 

. . . is to share the gospel of Jesus Christ through the medium of dance. That 

means that everything that Ballet Magnificat! produces needs to have that end 

goal in mind. Everything that’s involved—the choreography, the storylines—have 

the goal of presenting the truth of Jesus Christ. Dance becomes a vehicle to a 

given end, rather than an end in and of itself. Self-expression is secondary to 

expression and fulfillment of the purpose of the ministry. Self-expression is very 

evident, but it’s always within the context of fulfilling the end goal of our dance 

company. 

Flinn attaches the metaphor of dance as vehicle to another metaphor, dance as 

sacrifice, which he frames through a reading of John 13.19 In this story, Jesus takes up the 

position and clothing of a servant and washes the feet of his disciples, an act of radical 

humility and self-abasement. After reading that passage, Flinn remembers, “That’s where 

the core value for the rest of my life got imprinted. Here it is in a nutshell: Two simple 

words: servant artist… that my dancing, my craft, my skill would become the towel that 

Jesus used to wash his disciples’ feet.” The metaphor of dance as sacrifice plays on a 

larger narrative in secular professional dance—the notion that to be a dancer is something 

                                                      
19 “[Jesus] got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around 

his waist. After that he poured water in a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, 

drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him” (John 13:4-5, [NIV]). 
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that takes pain and sacrifice and everything you are. However, Flinn is also resisting that 

metaphor because he’s saying it is ultimately about really debasing oneself, even in the 

context of the dance community, by deliberately choosing a path which leads to little in 

the way of recognition and acclaim and may even cause one to be looked down upon by 

the rest of the dance community.  

When the members of Ad Deum Dance Company use the metaphor of dance as 

sacrifice, they are upholding a trope valued by the professional dance community, the 

notion that to be a successful professional requires hard work and tenacity to survive and 

thrive. Yet, their use of the metaphor dance as sacrifice shifts the emphasis away from 

predictable outcomes. Professional dancers make these sacrifices so that ultimately they 

can make it to the top companies and garner the benefits of acclaim and recognition. Ad 

Deum dancers make the same sacrifices as other dance professionals, but they also 

sacrifice the pursuit of a particular kind of fame and position. For Flinn, the concept of 

servant artist is directly connected to the metaphors of dance as sacrifice and dance as 

vehicle. Thus, the struggles to train, create, rehearse, and perform dances are framed as 

Christ-like acts of service to others. Further, the additional struggles of being a dancing 

Christian are another layer of service offered to God. The servant artistic framework is 

meant to ultimately point those who are served to a relationship with God through Jesus 

Christ, who modeled this behavior and inspired Flinn’s interpretation of it in a dance 

context.  

Dishman + Co. Choreography and Karin Stevens Dance resist the metaphor of 

dance as vehicle, particularly when deployed to indicate that dance is a vehicle to deliver 
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a message. Stevens emphasizes, “I was never, ever interested in Christian story, or 

Biblical story. I was interested in metaphor from the very beginning. I was interested in 

spiritual change in a metaphorical and abstract way.” Instead, dance as journey or dance 

as process more aptly capture the ways in which Dishman and Stevens frame their 

engagement with dance as Christian artists. When I ask Dishman if she considers her 

work “Christian dance,” she responds,  

I think giving a message is important, valid, and very, very Christian. But I just 

don’t think that’s art. I think that’s preaching or evangelism. . . . For me, I’m 

trying to grapple with life in my work. I’m trying to express and investigate truth 

and experience in ways that are authentic and in ways that cause the audience to 

think and feel something in a different way. 

This emphasis on journey or process, rather than message, has significant implications for 

the kinds of dances these artists create and the ways in which they go about constructing 

them. The different metaphors that dancing Christians use produce profoundly dissimilar 

choreographic practices and products, something I will explore further in chapter six.  

Re-scripting the Bible as Narrative Practice 

Throughout this dissertation, I demonstrate the ways in which dancing Christians 

(as members of the larger community of American evangelicalism) practice another form 

of re-scripting by reading the Bible in ways that imaginatively interpret passages to create 

relationships between their dancing practices and their religious lives. Luhrmann 

describes this approach to reading the Bible as a kind of sacred play in which the reader 

imagines him or herself in conversation with God: 
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They describe reading as if they were conversing: they look for the way God 

answers, inspires, consoles, enlightens by changing the way that the text reads. 

God is understood to be communicating when, as one congregant put it, “a verse 

jumps out at me,” or when you have a powerful bodily feeling—you feel peace, or 

intense joy, or suddenly you feel very tired, as if a burden has been lifted and now 

you can sleep. (2012, 59) 

Luhrmann argues that this way of reading the Bible helps American evangelicals make 

God real and immediate in their lives. Dancing Christians re-script the Bible with the lens 

of dance specifically in mind. In this way, they attend to a God who cares about dance 

and who gives them instructions for how to dance as a Christian. This re-scripting 

practice is also embodied. Jill Stevenson puts it this way: “Their mode of reading is also 

very creative and dynamic since it aims to construct new, previously unrecognized, 

networks of relevant meanings and, ultimately, embodied belief” (2015, 5). For dancing 

Christians, re-scripting the Bible for dance is a narrative practice of engaged orthodoxy 

that manifests connections between belief and the practices of everyday life, which in this 

case are the practices of dance training, rehearsing, and performing.  

 In the main studio at Ballet Magnificat!’s training facility, the words of Psalm 

149:3 [NIV] are inscribed on the wall above the mirrors: “Let them praise his name with 

dancing and make music to him with timbrel and harp.” Kathy Thibodeaux understands 

this verse as a directive: “We’re told to praise his name with dancing. Sometimes when 

we [perform] at churches, I’ll tell them, ‘Thank you for letting us praise his name with 
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dancing,’ because that’s what it says.” For Ballet Magnificat!, praising God with dancing 

is also something that’s meant to elicit a response from audiences. Thibodeaux observes, 

We’re really ministry-focused. At the end of performances, we have a time of 

prayer, an altar-call. The dancers come down and are available to pray with 

people. And people come, all the time, with all kinds of needs. It’s amazing to see 

how God can use dance to touch people… so all our hard work, all our hours in 

the studio, it’s all worth it. 

For Thibodeaux, the charge to praise God with dance frames the kinds of dances the 

company makes and how they engage with audiences during and after performances. In 

this way, dance performance becomes another kind of “technology of intimacy,” 

(Hamera 2011, 32) in facilitating an intimate, embodied interaction between performers 

and audiences. The practices of dance are infused with a sense of eternal significance, 

which helps participants persevere through challenges.  

In his approach to constructing Ad Deum Dance Company, Randall Flinn reads 

Luke 15:1-7, otherwise known as the parable of the Lost Sheep, as a guide for whether or 

not company members should be Christian to join his company. In this passage, a 

shepherd leaves the majority of his sheep, who are safe and sound, to go after the one 

sheep who has become lost. Flinn reads this passage to mean that God does not mean for 

us to wait for the lost to come to us, but to pursue them and make them a part of our 

communities. Thus, Flinn does not wait for non-Christian dancers to become converted to 

Christianity before they can be a part of his company. If they have the necessary skill-
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level and are willing to explore Christian themes and practices like praying, re-scripting 

the Bible, and singing, then Flinn welcomes them into his company: 

You’re welcome to come to my table and eat… this is food I know how to serve, 

this is the meal that I believe in, this is the food I believe is healthy. If you’re 

hungry, come and eat. And if you can’t eat the whole thing right now, okay. It’s 

okay, it will be here tomorrow, it will be here the next day. Not because of me, 

but because God keeps giving.  

Re-scripting the Bible for dance is more than an act of justification, a means to prove to 

self and others that dancing is an acceptable practice for American Christians. Although 

this practice is more readily evident for Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum and less so for 

Dishman and Stevens, re-scripting the Bible for dance is a significant part of practicing 

faith. By imaginatively interpreting the Bible in this way, dancing Christians make 

connections between their everyday lives as dancers and the deeply revered religious 

texts of their faith.  

Conclusion: Dancing Christian Narratives 

In their construction of both formal and informal testimonies, dancing Christians 

weave together experiences of faith and dance and, in so doing, construct an 

interconnected narrative in which both kinds of experiences contribute mutually to the 

meaning-making of the other. In Choreographing History, Foster argues that “the 

organization of the descriptive narrative can trace out the patterns and shapes that moving 

bodies make” (1995, 16). In other words, by attending to the ways in which narratives are 

constructed, researchers can also understand something about narrative’s influence on the 
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moving body. Further, Hamera notes that “the organization of the personal narratives 

dancers offer to account for their lives [in dance] likewise trace the contours and 

locations of movements linking technique and everyday life” (2011, 83). This linkage 

between practices of dance and everyday life is crucial, for narrative practices are a key 

way in which dancing Christians create connections between practices of faith, dance, 

and everyday life. Dance practices are given a greater sense of meaning and significance 

for dancing Christians when filtered through the lens of their faith. In his study of artists 

and spirituality, religion scholar Robert Wuthnow observes, “how [artists’] practices 

contribute to their spiritual growth depends greatly on the particular meanings these 

practices have in their lives” (2001, 107). Conversely, experiences of faith are actualized 

through dance in a way that gives them concrete shape in the world.  

 Narrative practices are more than just the vocabularies we use to describe 

thoughts and ideas. Instead, narratives shape our experience of reality, our conception of 

ourselves as individuals, and the construction of communities. For dancing Christians, 

narrative practices like testimony, metaphor, and re-scripting the Bible for dance create 

essential linkages between experience and meaning-making. Through their testimonies, 

all of the participants in this study demonstrate the ways in which dance and faith 

mutually inform one another. Where dance is a vehicle for an explicitly Christian 

message, as in the cases of Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum, practices of dance and 

choreographic products take a particular shape. Where dance is a means of processing or 

journeying through one’s individual spiritual journey, as in the instances of Dishman and 

Stevens, dance practices and choreographic products look very different. In Chapters 
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Five and Six, I explore the profound effects these narratives have on the ways in which 

dancing Christians conceptualize and experience the body in Christian practice and the 

kinds of choreographic processes and products these narratives create. 
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CHAPTER V 

DANCING CHRISTIAN BODIES: EMBODIED ACTIONS 

OF DANCE AND FAITH 

One of my favorite verses for dance is 2 Corinthians 12:9 [NIV]: “My grace is 

sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness. Therefore, I will 

boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest 

on me.” I love this verse because it speaks profoundly to my experiences as a 

dancer. Many times, I feel weak and inadequate. There is always someone else 

who is better than you—who has more skill or a more attractive body or can 

create more interesting and innovative work. But I feel like those moments of 

perceived weakness and lack are precisely the moments when I can experience a 

sense of God’s grace. Then, anything I do that is beautiful or skillful or creative is 

because of the grace of God and reflects his “perfect power.” This verse helps me 

transform feelings of weakness and lack into feelings of empowerment and 

purpose. 

In Chapter Two, I delineated a history of American evangelicalism characterized 

by tensions surrounding notions of cultural engagement and connected these conflicts to 

the contentious history of dance in American Christianity. Dancing Christians struggle to 

negotiate these tensions through embodied actions of dance and faith. Current evangelical 

Christian worship services involve a minimal amount of standing and maybe some 
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swaying or clapping while singing, but mostly they involve practices of sitting and 

listening: listening to people pray aloud, listening to people sing or play music, and 

finally, listening to a preacher read the Bible and explain what it means and how it 

applies to our lives. My experience of these practices is one of confinement, of 

endurance, of physical discomfort, of boredom, and of guilt because I cannot wait for it to 

be over. For me, embodied religious action often emphasizes a stilled body, a listening 

body, a confined body, a body that is meant to be inwardly responsive and outwardly 

attentive. These experiences have a profound effect on my response to embodied dance 

action as well. Without the experiences of stillness and confinement, I am not sure that 

dance would have been so compelling, so freeing, so liberating.  

Discourses about the body are vital to a discussion of embodied action because 

these discourses influence ideas about what bodies can and cannot do in a given context. 

When I discuss participants’ discourses of the body, I am specifically referencing the 

ways they conceptualize what it means to be a body and the relationship of the body to 

the spirit in dance and in Christian practice. I realize that in framing my questions this 

way it sounds like a perpetuation of the notion of body/mind dualism. However, 

body/mind dualism is something that American culture and American Christianity 

continue to grapple with. Dancing Christians in particular are trying, in different ways, to 

reimagine this relationship through the practice of dance. To be able to make this kind of 

transformation, they often begin with the framework that is still mostly widely used and 

that is the framework of body/mind dualism.  
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As always already embodied beings, all actions (even practices of stillness) are 

embodied. Thus, in the most general terms, embodied action attends to what the body 

does. In this chapter, I use the terms "embodied religious action" and "embodied dance 

actions" to draw attention to particular kinds of religious and dance practices that 

contribute to the construction of dancing Christian communities. To survey embodied 

dance actions, I look at activities typical to Western concert dance, such as technique 

classes, rehearsals, and performances as a kind of religious endeavor through the lens of 

Christianity. I also look at religious activities as embodied religious actions, for 

Christians in general and for dancing Christians in particular. Prayer and other devotional 

activities, like Bible-reading and singing, are embodied. They are the ways in which 

evangelicals inhabit their beliefs in everyday life. In her study of evangelical 

performance, Jill Stevenson notes,  

Many evangelical Christians set aside time each day to read the Bible and to pray, 

a purposeful self-presencing ritual through which they enter into a heightened, 

open relationship with God that has both mental and physical components; in part, 

this is a kinaesthetic endeavor. This daily activity allows believers to practice 

cultivating awareness and attentiveness, and therefore it may prepare them to 

engage other religious media with bodies primed for an energetic devotional 

encounter. (2015, 59) 

For dancing Christians, prayer before classes, rehearsals, and performances is an 

embodied action that helps to frame those activities as Christian even if the dance 

activities themselves bear no direct marker of Christianity. Further, for dancing 
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Christians, these devotional activities have a doubling effect on the body. When they 

participate in devotional activities, dancing Christians bring echoes of dance into these 

practices—re-scripting the Bible with dance in mind, using their bodies in movements of 

prayer and praise. Then, when they move to the technique class, rehearsal, and 

performance, they bring the resonances of these embodied actions into those experiences 

as well. There is overlap, layering, a mutually reinforcing dynamic of devotion that 

reverberates throughout the whole experience, blending them, making them all part of an 

inextricable whole. These are not discreet activities—they blend seamlessly into one 

another, mutually reinforcing and becoming inextricably intertwined.  

This chapter situates my participants’ discourses about the body and their 

embodied actions within the scope of Western culture. More specifically, this chapter 

situates dancing Christians in American culture and American Christianity in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Embodied dance and religious actions are diverse 

among dancing Christians—no one meaning or practice applies to all situations. As in the 

previous chapter, some participants diverge significantly from others. I argue that 

participants’ discourses of the body have effects on the kinds of religious practices that 

are employed and the kinds of communities that are constructed. To do this, I complicate 

the history of American evangelicalism through a survey of the historical tensions 

surrounding the body in Western culture and in American Christianity in particular. Then 

I demonstrate the ways in which these tensions surrounding the body intersect with 

embodied dance and religious action for the four companies I studied. In particular, I 

identify evangelism as an embodied action that influences the ways in which dancing 
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Christians frame themselves in relationship to their dance practices. American Christians, 

and evangelicals especially, have to grapple with the practice of evangelism. As I will 

demonstrate, there are many interpretations of Biblical mandates to evangelize. The ways 

in which the dancing Christians in this study interpret the Biblical command to 

evangelize has direct effects on the kinds embodied dance actions they employ and the 

kinds of choreographic products they generate. 

Dancing Christians affirm the body as inherently or originally good, but they also 

acknowledge that different kinds of worldly or “sinful” practices have the potential to 

pollute the goodness of the body. Helen Thomas asserts that “the sacred/profane 

opposition [foundational to Western scholarship and Western experience of bodies] 

affected the ways in which social groups treated the body” (2003, 18). However, the 

participants in this study demonstrate very different ideas about if and how dance or 

religious practices might pollute the inherent goodness of the body. Thus, to understand 

what kinds of embodied actions dancing Christians employ, one must first attend to 

Christian ideas about the body and how these definitions influence what kinds of 

embodied actions they believe that bodies can perform.  

The Body in Western Culture and Early Christianity 

In Western culture, antipathy toward the body has its roots in both Western 

philosophy and Christianity, threads woven into a common tapestry that are difficult to 

disentangle from each other. Feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz delineates the 

development and entrenchment of body/mind dualism in Western culture in Volatile 

Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism. In his doctrine of forms, Plato expressed the 
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notion that the body was an imperfect reflection of the soul. Thus, Grosz points out, “the 

body is a betrayal of and a prison for the soul, reason, or mind (1994, 5). Plato’s writings 

had a profound effect on the early development of Christianity. Grosz elaborates, “Within 

the Christian tradition, the separation of mind and body was correlated with the 

distinction between what is immortal and what is mortal” (ibid). In other words, the body, 

with its association with mortality, was considered unimportant (at best) or even 

detrimental (at worst) to the development of Christian practice. 

Early Christians were also surrounded by the culture of the Romans who used 

dance as part of ritual ceremonies to pagan gods. In Liturgical Dance: An Historical, 

Theological and Practical Handbook, J. G. Davies asserts that Christians in the Patristic20 

period sought to distinguish Christianity from among the surrounding culture by 

cautioning against the use of dance in Christian religious practice. Davies writes, 

Christianity is never indifferent to the prevailing culture: at one extreme it can 

conform to it and at the other it may reject it. Dance in the early days of the 

church was embedded in the culture of the Roman empire and reflected the spirit 

of the age—as it does in any age—and to that extent the nascent religion tended to 

oppose it. (1984, 22) 

Similarly, early Christians sought to align themselves with the teachings of other 

intellectual communities of the day in an attempt to resist association with pagan 

religions. Yet, there is evidence that some first and second century Christians also 

                                                      
20 Scholars typically refer to the Patristic era as the period following the writers of the 

New Testament but before the eighth century AD (“Patristic Literature” 2015). 
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engaged in ecstatic rituals involving dance. In Dancing in the Streets: A History of 

Collective Joy, Barbara Ehrenreich suggests that the now infamous verses in 1 

Corinthians 11, which exhort Christian women to keep their hair covered and submit to 

the authority of men, were in part an attempt to suppress ecstatic rituals, which were 

strongly associated with hair-tossing. Ehrenreich notes that “as the early Christian 

community became the institution of the Church, all forms of enthusiasm—in the original 

sense of being filled with or possessed by a deity—came under fire” (2006, 76). Thus, the 

foundations for tensions between body and soul in religious practice were firmly 

established in the inception and early development of Christianity.  

Although documentation of dance in Christian history is limited, we can trace the 

persistence of dance in Church history through Church edicts against dancing. Elizabeth 

Aldrich notes, “the very vehemence of the attacks is ironic proof of the ongoing, 

enormous popularity of social dancing” (2008, 20). In Adversaries of Dance: From the 

Puritans to the Present, Ann Wagner demonstrates that the evidence of regulatory edicts 

issued by the church point to the persistence of dance practices inside and outside the 

Church for centuries prior to the Reformation (1997, 6). Although Davies asserts that 

“such dancing as there was did not belong to the class of religious ritual or ceremonial 

and it cannot be cited as testimony to liturgical dance” (1984, 45), there is ample 

evidence that practices of dance persisted. “Right to the end of the Patristic era, a series 

of local councils condemned dancing at vigils but at the same time bore witness to its 

continuation and its association with the cult of the saints” (Davies 1984, 45). Despite, or 

perhaps because of the Church’s rigorous opposition, dancing endured, but the historical 
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record does not make clear whether that dancing was social or part of official/unofficial 

worship. 

Although many other thinkers contributed to the subjugation of the body in 

Western culture and Christianity, French philosopher René Descartes is arguably the 

most influential contributor to tensions surrounding the body in modern philosophy and 

religion. Cartesian dualism can be captured in Descartes’ famous statement, “I think 

therefore I am,” which indicates a sense in which consciousness is somehow separable 

from the fact of its bodily situation. Thus, the true (and most valuable) self exists in the 

soul, which is synonymous with the mind, and has no ultimate bearing on the realization 

of the self. Grosz notes that Cartesian dualism has several effects which persist in 

scholarship and the popular imagination: 

[First], the body is primarily regarded as an object. . .; [second], the body is often 

referred to in metaphorical terms that construe it as an instrument, a tool or a 

machine at the disposal of consciousness, a vessel occupied by an animating, 

willful subjectivity. . .; [third], the body is commonly considered a signifying 

medium, a vehicle of expression, a mode of rendering public and communicable 

what is essentially private (ideas, thoughts, beliefs, feelings, affects). (Grosz 1994, 

8-9) 

These ways of conceptualizing the body as object, instrument, and vehicle render the 

body as passive and contribution to the reification of body/mind dualism. In some ways, 

the revitalization of dance as a form of Christian religious practice is an attempt to disrupt 

body/mind dualism. However, dancing Christians are also subject to the historic 
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frameworks of body/mind dualism that pervade Western culture and Christianity. In the 

previous chapter, I noted that some dancing Christians conceptualize the body as a 

vehicle for delivering an evangelical message. One could argue that by employing the 

notion of dance as vehicle, dancing Christians continue to reify the body as object in 

religious practice. However, these Christians seem to experience body as vehicle in a way 

that recognizes the dancer as subject and elevates the place of the body in Christian 

practice. Clearly, dancing Christians are wrestling to define the body in terms that move 

beyond body as object/instrument/vehicle and to engage in embodied actions in ways that 

challenge notions of body/mind dualism.  

The Body in Contemporary American Christianity 

Contemporary American Christians participate in the discourses of the body 

established in Western culture and early Christianity, and they developed new layers of 

discourse as a result of developments in American Protestantism and modern society. In 

Born Again Bodies: Flesh and Spirit in American Christianity, religion scholar R. Marie 

Griffith provides what is perhaps the seminal work on the treatment of the body in 

American Christianity. Griffith examines the development of Christian diet culture in the 

United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the ways in which it shaped 

and was shaped by American diet and fitness culture in general. Griffith argues that 

rather than seeing a sacred/secular divide in the development of American diet and fitness 

culture, it is more productive to explore the ways in which these cultures mutually inform 

one another. Griffith asserts that “American fitness culture is an end that Protestantism’s 

specific American forms boldly pursued: a devotional project aimed at bodily 
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perfectibility” (2004, 13). Further, Griffith argues that the ways in which American 

Christians conceptualize, enact, and practice the relationship between body and soul has 

broader implications for American culture in general.  

By demonstrating the ways in which evangelical diet and exercise culture 

contribute to larger frameworks of American ideas about the body, Griffith’s work 

enables scholars to attend to the ways in which gendered and racialized identities are 

often conflated in embodied religious actions. Griffith notes that religious diet literature 

often assumes thin white male bodies as normative. Women’s bodies are framed as 

weaker and more susceptible to the sin of gluttony. Further, Griffith’s work asserts that 

contemporary body ideals and the diet and exercise practices that cultivate them are 

deeply connected to Christian beliefs about the negotiation of body/soul. In coining the 

term “flesh reading,” Griffith indicates the persistence of a belief in body/soul 

correspondence, by which she means the practice of evaluating the spiritual health or 

merit of a person based on their external physical appearance (2004, 47). Finally, Griffith 

grounds her interpretations in the meanings that American evangelicals are making for 

themselves out of their practices, demonstrating an attention to agency in embodied 

practices as well as the socio-cultural structures that inform them.  

Ballet, or some variant of that aesthetic, is often the chosen movement form for 

dancing Christians and the trappings of that aesthetic are embraced unquestioningly. Fat 

bodies, different bodies, nonwhite bodies do not easily fit into that paradigm and those 

who are excluded sometimes chafe at the contradictory restrictions against their bodies 

and their desire to participate in the form. Americans in general, and dancing Christians 
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in particular, are the inheritors of this project. Shifts in understanding the spiritual value 

of the body, such as those fostered by the rise of American fitness culture, in some ways 

enabled the development of professional dance as a legitimate Christian pursuit. The fact 

that some of the participants in this dissertation are not ballet companies is further 

evidence that ideas around acceptable Christian bodies could be shifting. With these ideas 

in mind, I turn to an examination of discourses of the body and the kinds of embodied 

actions these discourses enable for the four companies surveyed in this project. 

Ballet Magnificat!: Redeeming the Body While Reifying Dualism 

The dancing Christians in this dissertation are significantly invested in 

establishing and maintaining their status as professional companies. In terms of dance 

technique, each company uses the professional training standards of their discipline to 

mark themselves as professional and to accomplish the kinds of choreographic 

productions in line with their artistic values. For a traditional ballet company like Ballet 

Magnificat!, this means maintaining a rigorous training and rehearsal schedule virtually 

indistinguishable from any other regional ballet company. Yet, as an overtly evangelical 

Christian company, Ballet Magnificat! is also concerned with marking themselves as 

distinctive from secular professional companies. Thus, in addition to traditional concert 

dance training, Ballet Magnificat! also employs a range of devotional activities, some of 

which are integrated into dance training, like prayer, others of which are discreet from 

dance training, such as Bible reading. Collectively, these practices help participants 

reframe practices of professional dance as embodied religious action. 
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One of the contradictions among these endeavors is the way in which they attempt 

to rehabilitate the body in Christian practice while simultaneously reifying body/mind 

dualism in the way they describe the purpose and function of the body in Christian dance. 

Kathy Thibodeaux, of Ballet Magnificat!, expresses it this way:  

I see [the body] as God’s instrument. We can either use it for his purposes or not. 

We can use it for good or for evil. . . . I believe it’s his instrument, that he’s 

fashioned and he’s formed and made exactly how he wants it to be… I know there 

are a lot of body issues in dance, and I struggled with that too, growing up. Of 

course, when you’re in front of the mirror for so long and you’re told you’re 

striving for that perfection which we know we’re not going to get. Many times I 

was told I was too big, I didn’t have this, I didn’t have that. So I struggled with a 

lot of that. Just knowing that God’s made us just like he wanted, there’s great 

peace and comfort in that. 

For Thibodeaux, the body is amoral, neither good nor bad. What one uses the body for 

determines its value. Interestingly, the belief that God intentionally made her body means 

that even if Thibodeaux is not perfect in her ballet technique or in the ballet aesthetic, she 

can find a sense of peace in the ultimate purpose of her body as intentionally crafted by 

God.  

Long-time Ballet Magnificat! company member, Jon Vandervelde, articulates his 

views on the body in Christian practice differently:   

We must redeem the incorrect notions of there being anything evil about the body 

or even [the idea that] the spirit is somehow superior to the body—because God 
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created us in the beginning as a whole, as a body. And our ultimate destination is 

an embodied existence with God forever. The body is God’s A plan. It’s not 

“when we get to heaven, we’ll finally be free of our bodies.” No, we’re still in 

anticipation of the resurrection where our bodies are remade. The body is God’s A 

plan. And it’s absolutely created very good. So there’s no intrinsic evil about the 

body. 

In placing these two statements about the body side-by-side, I illustrate the complexity of 

dancing Christians’ relationship to the body. On the one hand, dancing Christians express 

a sense of separation and objectification of the body by framing it as an instrument; on 

the other hand, dancing Christians affirm a desire for wholeness in body/spirit 

relationship to God.  

 

Figure 1: Ballet Magnificat! in company class.  
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Dancing Communal Devotions 

Five to six days a week members of Alpha (first company) and Omega (second 

company), as well as trainees and apprentices, take a daily 90-minute ballet technique 

class and then spend several hours rehearsing current repertoire and learning new 

choreography. With their busy schedule, which company members often juggle in 

addition to second jobs in retail or service industries, the entire staff begins each working 

day with a group devotional time. “Devotions” is an umbrella term often used by 

evangelicals to indicate a variety of communal and individual activities, such as singing, 

prayer, Bible reading, and discussion. Company member Joshua Wise notes that starting 

the day this way helps him to frame everything that comes after—technique class, 

rehearsals and performance—as a Christian practice: 

Every morning we start with devotions, because you’ve got to start your day off 

right. . . . We definitely don’t want to make it a religious thing, but devoting our 

time, as a Christian ministry. . . to start with, before the Lord, is what we feel is 

most important overall. We still want to do things with excellence and be 

professional dancers, but if we start to focus on our ballet technique before 

acknowledging the Lord we’ve kind of missed the point. 

Starting with a time of devotions reorients and reframes professional dance activities as a 

means to the ultimate ends of bringing glory to God and developing a personal 

relationship with him. 

Devotional activities function as important embodied community rituals, 

particularly in companies with explicitly Christian frameworks like Ballet Magnificat! 
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Devotions unite dancing Christians in a joint endeavor, synthesize goals, and contribute 

to the construction of deeply felt communities. In companies like Ballet Magnificat! that 

have clearly delineated structures of organization, with company members and 

accompanying staff stratified into different groups (first company, second company, 

apprentices, and trainees) by technical skill level, the time of communal devotions is the 

only time when all members of the company are gathered together. Skill-based 

stratification among company members softens in this space as dancers and staff gather 

in the largest studio to unite their goals for the day into a sense of shared purpose. 

Sometimes younger, less technically accomplished dancers are given the opportunity to 

develop a leadership role. Ballet Magnificat! dancer Jonathan Wise mentioned that 

recently an apprentice who is originally from Israel was sharing Jewish cultural and 

religious traditions with the entire group during some of their devotional times. In 

communal devotions, a more democratic organizational structure emerges which, for 

some, more accurately reflects the spirit of American Christianity and helps to offset the 

disjunction between the hierarchical structure of traditional professional dance and 

communal religious action.  

Performing Prayer 

Among devotional activities, prayer occupies a distinctive place for American 

evangelicals. For Ballet Magnificat!, prayer is a primary way in which dancers come 

together to unite their intent, to define their work as an offering of praise and worship, 

and to invite the Holy Spirit to dance with them and through them. In his exploration of 
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Christian evangelism as performance activism, theater historian John Fletcher asserts that 

in these contexts prayer  

. . . operates performatively—it enacts; it changes reality. . . prayers do more than 

create a sense of energized focus (though they would affirm this effect at least). 

To pray is not merely to entreat God to action; it is to open oneself to being 

transformed or used by God. It invites the Holy, the Miraculous, into the 

performance as a co-performer. (2013, 185-186) 

Prayer before classes, rehearsals, and performances defines these events as Christian 

embodied religious action and changes the experience of those actions for all participants, 

including sometimes audiences. While other devotional activities, like singing and Bible 

reading, fit easily within a discreet time, prayer is a more flexible religious endeavor that 

can be deployed in many different kinds of settings. 

Prayer is also deeply embodied religious action. Prayer enacts. It activates. It 

constructs performances as Christian religious practices. The individual and communal 

postures of prayer—heads bowed, eyes closed, kneeling, arms lifted, or hands clasped—

are easily recognizable physical gestures and stances that also make their way into 

choreographic constructions and improvised worship dance. Members of Ballet 

Magnificat! pray together before classes, rehearsals and, especially, performances. They 

pray for protection from injury and for a successful performance, but they also pray to 

ask God to manifest himself in the performance, to invite the Holy Spirit to in some way 

inhabit the work, to request that God provide the energy, the life, the animation, the 

emotion for the dancing. They pray that the Holy Spirit speak to audiences through the 



 

 113 

dance, that minds be opened to spiritual truths, that hearts be softened, that people be 

changed. Fletcher notes that these kinds of prayers invite God to be a co-performer, a co-

mover, that God would join the dance. In this way, prayer functions as more than a 

framing device for Christian performance. It becomes a part of embodied dance action as 

well. 

Dancing Evangelism 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, Ballet Magnificat! dancers frame themselves as 

evangelists first and artists second. For them, this means that the clarity and prominence 

of the message of the gospel must take precedence over artistic concerns. In their early 

years, Ballet Magnificat!’s primary message was that dance is an acceptable practice for 

Christians and their primary audience for this message was other conservative 

evangelicals. In fact, the second part of the company’s mission statement is “to help in 

the restoration of dance as a worshipful part of the life of the Church, by exploring with 

congregations the part that movement and action can play in the expression of faith” 

(“Mission Statement” n.d.). In other words, the company starts with the assumption that 

many American evangelical Christians do not connect dance to Christianity or are 

categorically hostile to the idea that dance is an acceptable Christian practice. The 

rehabilitation of the dancing body as acceptable in Christian practice is an inherent, 

although less overtly stated, part of this process as well. Due to their extensive touring 

among Christian churches and popular summer intensive for young ballet dancers, Ballet 

Magnificat! sets the standard for what Christian dance can and should be for the larger 

American evangelical landscape.  
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Fletcher argues that evangelicals are “performance activists” by nature. “Despite 

wide variation and internal disagreements, evangelicals unite in defining themselves—

explicitly, eponymously—by their mission to go out into the world and make disciples” 

(2013, 3). In other words, evangelicals are at least partially defined by their desire to 

convert non-believers. In Preaching to Convert: Evangelical Outreach and Performance 

Activism in a Secular Age, Fletcher examines different kinds of evangelical outreach—

from door-to-door and street evangelism to the Creation Museum to the actual church 

service itself—as practices of performance activism to demonstrate the ways in which 

evangelicals negotiate with competing belief systems in twenty-first century secular 

pluralism.  

Fletcher identifies two central modes of evangelistic activism. The first, 

kergymatic evangelism, he defines as a “more or less straightforward presentation of the 

gospel narrative, trusting in the power and import of that story (or, properly, the Holy 

Spirit’s working through that story) to inspire change in the prospects they approach” 

(78). In contrast, meta-kergymatic evangelism describes a number of approaches that 

move beyond the simple proclamation of the gospel narrative. Among the meta-

kergymatic practices are pre-evangelism and incarnational/relational evangelism, both of 

which involve longer, slower processes of proselytizing through building authentic 

relationships with non-believers in the hopes of eventually persuading them of the 

winsomeness of Christianity. 

Ballet Magnificat!’s story ballets, although they may differ in the specific 

narrative they relate, always point back to the gospel message. Thus, their embodied 
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dance actions fall into the kergymatic evangelistic category. If audiences cannot grasp 

that through dance alone, each performance is followed by a speaker who summarizes an 

interpretation of what the audience has just seen and makes specific connections for 

audience members, then invites audiences to respond by committing (for the uninitiated) 

or rededicating (for the backslidden) to faith in Christ. As we will see in the 

choreographic analysis of Chapter Six, framing themselves as evangelists has particular 

implications for the kinds of choreographic productions the company creates. 

Disciplining a Christian Body 

To some, the rules for Ballet Magnificat! company members might outwardly 

seem oppressive and confining, but the participants I interviewed seem to recognize them 

as part of a shared experience and as a source of comfort as they grapple with what it 

means to be dancing Christians. For example, their modesty guidelines, which include 

wearing an additional layer under leotards and shorts or skirts covering pelvises in 

technique classes, could seem oppressive, rigid, or even silly to the secular professional 

community. However, for participants, these parameters can help them feel safer, more 

protected, or that they are doing everything they can to “keep their brother from 

stumbling”21 into lust.  

                                                      
21 This phrase comes from one of several verses in the Bible that discuss the 

permissibility of practices that were forbidden under Hebrew law in the Old Testament, 

but which are considered as potentially permissible for followers of Christ in the New 

Testament: “So if what I eat causes another believer to sin, I will never eat meat again as 

long as I live—for I don’t want to cause another believer to stumble.” 1 Cor. 8:13 [New 

Living Translation]. 
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Feminist scholar Susan Bordo asserts that bodies are constructed through a 

network of interactions that include institutionalized structures and the daily habits of 

life. Further, she argues that these structures need not always be framed as oppressive, 

but can also be framed as productive. In other words, Bordo argues that despite seeming 

to operate as a form of repression, individuals practice agency in the ways that they 

engage with institutionalized norms and may even come to embrace/reimagine those 

norms as empowering. She calls this process “a transformation of meaning, through 

which conditions that are objectively (and on one level, experientially) enslaving, and 

even murderous, come to be experienced as liberating, transforming, and life-giving” 

(2004, 168). Lynn Gerber (2012) argues something similar in her study of Christian diet 

programs and ex-gay ministries in Seeking the Straight and Narrow: Weight Loss and 

Sexual Reorientation in Evangelical America. She notes that despite outwardly appearing 

as disciplinary actions that oppress, the participants she studied in Christian diet and “ex-

gay” ministries emphasized the ways in which they experienced these disciplines as 

pleasurable. In particular, these disciplines served to facilitate the construction and 

perpetuation of communities of shared experience and intimacy. The participants had a 

shared struggle, a shared strategy for attending to that struggle, and the shared 

experiences of daily habits that engage with that struggle in ways that feel satisfying and 

concrete.  

Although their policies on modest costumes have shifted over the years (and 

depend on the kind of ballet they perform), Ballet Magnificat! female dancers tend to 

wear long-sleeved, fitted bodices with necklines that cover décolletage, full skirts that 
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extend below the knee, and “modesty shorts” which cover their pelvises and upper thighs. 

Male dancers also wear fitted tops and pants, rather than tights, although, based on the 

examples participants cited, there seems to be less concern about male modesty. In one 

instance, audience members responded to a performance with a critique that female 

costumes were not modest enough. The company members prayed about this feedback 

and decided to change the costumes from skirts (with the tendency to fly up on turns) to 

wide-leg pants. Another time, Thibodeaux performed a solo wearing a dress and received 

a similar criticism. According to Vandervelde, 

[Thibodeaux] prayed about it and she thought the Holy Spirit told her “don’t 

change the costume.” So there was a case where there was a specific criticism, 

and there was no change to the costume, and we continued on with it. So there has 

to be deference to the general sense of modesty within the context that you’re 

dancing. At the same time, we cannot bow to the lowest common 

denominator. . . . We do take some greater liberties, if we’re warming up in a 

church or if we’re warming up on a stage, a secular stage, we’re not going to be as 

concerned about what we’re wearing for the warm-up as if we’re dancing in a 

church and there’s people around, the pastor walking in. . . . The Bible says we 

shouldn’t bring unnecessary offense,22 so that’s always a tension. 

Vandervelde admits that there is lack of consistency in this approach, which is often 

influenced by the context of the performance and the impressions company members 

                                                      
22 Vandervelde is referring to 1 Corinthians 10:32 [ESV]: “Give no offense to either Jews 

or Greeks or to the church of God.” 
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receive while praying about specific instances. Costuming and the standards for modesty 

remain fraught areas for dancers working in explicitly Christian contexts.  

Dishman + Co. Choreography: Body as Medium for Expression 

As a Christian artist working largely within a secular realm, Elizabeth Dishman is 

less concerned with developing communal devotional activities that integrate dance and 

faith for her company. In fact, when I first approached her about participating in my 

study, she was unsure if her company members even knew of her religious commitments. 

Instead, Dishman has developed a personal devotional ritual that blends embodied actions 

of dance-making with private, individual embodied religious action which contributes to 

her sense that, for her, dance-making is a spiritual practice.  

For Dishman, the body is “a conduit for spiritual truth, spiritual experience.” To 

explain what she means by this, Dishman gives the example of a vignette in her recent 

work, Fold Rhapsody, in which a male dancer rubs paint on his face while a female 

dancer wipes the paint away with a small white cloth. He continues to apply paint to his 

face as she constantly erases the evidence of his work. They begin to wrestle with the 

doing and undoing of this task, gradually increasing in intensity and tempo until they 

grab each other. It is difficult to discern if the grasp is one of conflict or a clutching 

embrace. In this context, Dishman sees the body as having the ability to “awaken the 

spirit to meaning and to what’s existing in the spirit of each viewer” and to “stir up 

longings and resonances.” Although careful to note that she is not striving for a universal 

definition of the body in dance or religion, Dishman asserts that the body is a common 

site of shared experience for all human beings. No matter where we are in our lives, we 
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can connect to and identify with others through the medium of bodily experience. 

Dishman’s treatment of the body is more nuanced than that of Ballet Magnificat! in that 

she grapples with the ways in which body and spirit enact or perform reality in dance 

outreach. Yet, at the same time, she falls back on metaphors like “body as conduit” to 

describe the ways in which the body operates in dance performance.  

In spite of that, Dishman also believes that the body is more than merely a conduit 

for spiritual awakening. “I definitely believe that our bodies and our spirits affect each 

other.” To demonstrate this symbiotic relationship, Dishman gives an example of a 

community-based dance project she led at her church. In exchange for using the space for 

rehearsals rent-free, her church asked that she contribute to one of their ministries by 

teaching movement classes to a group of Latina day laborers. While talking about 

alignment and posture, Dishman encouraged the women to connect this skill to their 

everyday lives by using a confident posture when asking for higher wages from 

employers. Dishman noted that this exercise had metaphorical and actual effects. By 

practicing a bodily posture of confidence, the women experienced a sense of themselves 

as more confident. Further, they connected this sense of the body in dance to a sense of 

the body in everyday life. In this way, Dishman’s work demonstrates more than the mere 

representation of spiritual truths. Instead, these truths are enacted in an embodied 

ministry that has the power to have real effects in the world.  

Dancing Private Devotions 

As a project-based company, Dishman + Co. Choreography does not have the 

same scaffolding of company classes, rehearsals, and performances. The dancers do not 
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regularly train or take class together, although some know each other from other projects. 

Due to the project-based structure of her company, and because of her choice to refrain 

from contextualizing her dance-making as an explicitly religious endeavor, the 

development and function of Dishman’s devotional activity is quite different from an 

explicitly Christian company like Ballet Magnificat! Dishman does not make spirituality 

a part of the criteria for selecting dancers, but, from my knowledge of her dance 

community, she has a reputation as an ethical, sincere dance artist. Although Dishman 

mentions that she would like more consistency and greater frequency of interaction with 

the dancers involved in her works, she currently rehearses with her dancers in one 

concentrated session per week, due to the busyness of everyone’s schedules. One might 

conclude that this format prevents the construction of any significant kind of community. 

Yet, I argue that companies like Dishman + Co. Choreography do construct dancing 

communities around shared vocabularies, both verbal and physical, which emerge from 

interactions in rehearsal and performance. In contrast to the narrative and danced 

vocabularies of unity demonstrated by companies like Ballet Magnificat!, Dishman + 

Co.’s vocabularies are marked by a sense of divergence, multiplicity, variety, pluralism, 

rather than of uniformity and continuity.  

In unique and personal ways, Elizabeth Dishman has developed embodied dance 

actions that contribute to her sense that dance-making is also an embodied religious 

action. Further, she makes connections to the ways in which these actions contribute to 

the construction of community for her dancers. In this way, embodied dance actions 

function as what Judith Hamera calls technologies of intimacy: “Technical protocols 
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make intimacy possible by offering shared vernaculars and interpretive strategies; these, 

in turn, support the interpersonal and communal exchanges that make dancing 

communities go” (2011, 18). Thus, in the process of crafting the dance—improvising, 

exploring, identifying emerging meanings, refining and editing, and, finally, 

performing—Dishman and her dancers develop technologies of intimacy that construct 

and reinforce their formulation as a dancing community.  

Dishman relies extensively on private, personal prayer as a part of her dance-

making process on a daily basis. “I feel driven to it because I find the act of creating to be 

very daunting and stretching. I’m always coming face to face with my weaknesses and 

longings, and seeking God for wisdom, trust, resources, creativity, patience, etc.” 

Dishman usually prays at home before leaving for rehearsal and “continues to pursue a 

posture of prayer” in transit and during rehearsals. Dishman further describes a posture of 

prayer as a kind of open-heartedness or listening for God’s voice. Tanya Luhrmann calls 

this kind of mindset in prayer a part of a “participatory theory of mind” in which 

participants “experience the mind-world barrier as porous, in a specific, limited way” 

(2012, 40). Essentially, evangelicals pay attention to the stream of their own conscious 

thought and internal dialogue and attempt to determine which thoughts are their own and 

which are from God. Although different factors may play into the ways individuals hear 

from God, Luhrmann points out several themes in this practice. One is a sense that a 

thought is “not mine.” It has a quality of otherness about it that suggests to the participant 

that the thought comes from God. These thoughts will sometimes be accompanied by 

physical and/or emotional sensations: feelings of peace, joy, excitement, or surprise. 
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Embodied response serves to further confirm the thought as originating from outside the 

self. This kind of private prayer practice is an example of what Jill Stevenson calls a 

“self-presencing ritual” in which the participant trains the body and mind to be attentive 

to spiritual impulses potentially resulting in an “energetic devotional encounter” (2015, 

59). In other words, Dishman’s private prayers, and in particular the posture of prayer, 

primes her body to experience dance-making as a potentially divine encounter.   

Elizabeth Dishman spends the three days leading up to her weekly rehearsal 

reviewing video footage of previous rehearsals, listening to music, and “searching 

internally” for the next step in the process of crafting her work. After an intense rehearsal 

session 

I tend to feel a little irritable and brooding. I love that image of the spirit hovering 

over the waters.23 In the original language, I think there’s a sense of brooding and 

being irritable, contemplative in this brooding, dark way. Preparing to create is 

almost a place of discomfort. I always feel that way after rehearsal. Groping. 

Where is this material going? Rehearsal is so exciting and intense and now what? 

I feel distraught, a little bit.  

In describing the ways in which her dance-making is also a spiritual practice, Dishman 

asserts, “I believe that [God] showed me that he cares about what I’m doing. He cares 

about dance. He loves art. It gives him joy to watch his children create and watch our 

                                                      
23 In likening her experience of the creative process to a “spirit hovering over the waters,” 

Dishman references Genesis 1:2 [New Life Version]: “Now the earth was formless and 

empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering 

over the waters.” 
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bodies, that we’re part of his image, that we’re bearers of.” In this, she references Genesis 

1:26 [NASV], “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in our likeness. . .’” For 

evangelicals, this verse expresses the notion that all human beings are unique among 

earth’s creatures in that we are “image-bearers” of God. As images of God in the world, 

Christians believe that humans bear a unique responsibility to seek to understand how 

God acts in the world and imitate him as a fulfillment of our essential nature as human 

beings. For Dishman, this means connecting the activities of creating dances to the 

generative creativity of God and to the essence of human experience.  

Dancing Relational Evangelism 

Elizabeth Dishman emphasized to me that she sees herself as primarily an artist, 

not an evangelist in the context of her dance-making practice. However, as I mentioned in 

Chapter Four, Dishman sees evangelism as a vital component of Christian practice. When 

describing her personal approach to evangelism, she refers to her method as “cultivating 

the soil”:  

Creating dance provides many opportunities for witnessing [evangelism]. 

[Dancers] see how you use money; they see how you respect or don’t respect their 

time. They see how you listen or don’t listen to them. They see what kind of 

language you use. They see how you manage a business. There are a lot of 

opportunities to be selfish or controlling as a choreographer. And I fight those 

things in my own heart, in my sin. It’s a huge part of my own sanctification. For 

the dancers to come, not always with the same set of principles… they don’t 

really know why I want to love them the way that I’m trying to.  
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Dishman’s use of this phrase evokes the Parable of the Sower,24 which is commonly 

interpreted by proponents of lifestyle evangelism as a charge to invest in relationships 

with non-believers to prepare them to hear the gospel and eventually chose to convert to 

Christianity. 

Dishman’s approach is aptly captured in Fletcher’s notion of meta-kergymatic, 

relational/incarnational evangelism. This model resists the notion of evangelism as sales-

pitch in favor of investing in long-term relationships with non-believers, living as an 

example of Christian life, and being prepared to discuss matters of faith with non-

believing friends. Fletcher calls this model pre-evangelism, “an intentionally incomplete 

evangelistic scene opening a way toward or planting a seed of an eventual relationship 

with Christ” (2015, 124). Dishman asserts explicitly that she does not view herself as an 

evangelist in relationship to her dance-making. She does not design her encounters with 

non-believers in her company in the hopes of converting them to Christianity. She is not 

using the choreographic process as a way to covertly infiltrate secular concert dance. Her 

primary objective is to make dances and, in making those dances, she happens to explore 

themes that relate to her faith because it is an important part of her life experience. 

                                                      
24 “Behold, the sower went out to sow, and as he sowed, some seeds fell beside the road, 

and the birds came and ate them up. Others fell on rocky places, where they did not have 

much soil; and immediately they sprang up because they had no depth of soil. But when 

the sun had risen, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they withered away. 

Others fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked them out. And others 

fell on good soil and yielded a crop, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and some thirty” 

Matthew 13:3-8 [NASB]. 
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However, she does see herself as having a kind of Christian influence that could be 

characterized as pre-evangelistic: 

I love having the platform or the environment of creating dance with other people 

who are made in God’s image who are drawn to the same things I’m drawn to. 

They don’t name it as God. I believe that they are drawn to it for the same 

reasons, because God made them, and they’re his children. I definitely have a 

desire for them to know God through Christ, to be drawn into the church and 

drawn into Christianity. . . . But I think God uses us all differently, and I’m 

comfortable with that. 

As an example of relational evangelism in action, I observed Dishman interacting 

with her dancers during one of the final rehearsals for an evening-length work entitled 

Fold Rhapsody. In the opening scene of the dance, the cast huddles under a large blanket, 

which obscures everything except their lower legs and feet. During a run-through, 

Dishman interrupted the performance to make a comment about the section. Instead of 

asking the dancers to leave the blanket prop so she could more easily speak to them, 

Dishman went underneath the blanket to talk to them. This seemingly insignificant 

moment was incredibly evocative. Dishman went into the world of the dance, entering 

into the space and her dancers’ experience of it. “[We are] all humans. We all have 

bodies and we all have spirits that are wrestling with the hardships and the joys of life 

and just trying to make sense of stuff—I think it’s a walk of faith no matter where you are 

before God.” This simple gesture illustrates Dishman’s philosophy of living life with and 

alongside her dancers as fellow humans on a journey. 
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Ad Deum Dance Company: Practicing Sacrifice/Dancing Intercession 

Like Ballet Magnificat!, Ad Deum Dance Company is an overtly Christian 

company and they employ many similar dance and devotional activities. Thus, my 

treatment of Ad Deum in this section is more brief and attends in particular to the ways in 

which they are distinctive among the companies surveyed here. In keeping with a 

professional concert dance model, Ad Deum trains and rehearses together four days a 

week from 8:45 am to 2:30 pm. The main company, second company, and trainees take a 

90-minute ballet or modern class, which they also open up to the larger Houston 

community. After class, they take a short break for lunch and begin rehearsals. Like 

Ballet Magnificat!, the second company and trainees rehearse separately from the main 

company. Thus, the hierarchical boundaries of the company are clearly reinforced. 

Formal performances are usually scheduled on the weekends and community outreach 

events happen during the weekdays.  

Ad Deum also employs devotional activities, particularly prayer, in similar ways 

to Ballet Magnificat!. This is perhaps not surprising since artistic directors Randall Flinn 

(Ad Deum) and Kathy Thibodeaux (Ballet Magnificat!) of both companies are friends 

and professional colleagues, and, while they rarely collaborate professionally, they are 

aware of each other’s work and sometimes meet at conferences or other dance events. 

Further, as participants in contemporary American evangelical Christianity situated in the 

southern U.S., both companies share a similar religious vocabulary and framework for 

Christian practice. Ad Deum company members spend the first 45 minutes of every 

company gathering in communal singing, Bible study, discussion, and prayer. Company 
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members describe the schedule as very hectic, especially since they all hold regular 

teaching or service jobs outside of their commitments to the company. Yet, the company 

determines to spend 45 minutes of their limited time together in Christian devotional 

practice. Ad Deum dancer Tiffany Schrepferman points out that when their group gathers 

for devotions, they deliberately assemble in a large circle. Given their similarly stratified 

organization (main company, apprentices, and Ad Deum II) this configuration works 

against the sense of hierarchy that is built through the traditional concert dance structure 

of the organization.  

Dance as Embodied Sacrifice 

As I mentioned in Chapter Four, Ad Deum uses the metaphor of dance as 

sacrifice to frame their professional training and performing as a kind of spiritual 

sacrifice of worship to God. The company members I interviewed all emphasized to me 

the intense demands of keeping up a rigorous training and performing schedule, while 

working other jobs to pay their bills. Unfortunately, Flinn does not offer regular financial 

compensation to his dancers. Occasionally, he is able to get a grant to cover the cost of a 

project, but the dancers receive a pittance, which in no way recompenses them for the 

amount of effort expended. Schrepferman acknowledges: “I was willing to make 

financial sacrifices to be here, to be a part of [the company], knowing what I was coming 

into. But because we all believe, and Randy believes, in the work Ad Deum is doing, the 

work is more important than the finances.” I pressed Flinn on this aspect of his company, 

which seems to place an unnecessary burden on his dancers. In response, Flinn says, 

“You could call it volunteerism. . . . Even though there are monies that do come in—there 
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are honorariums for performances, there are also gifts that are given—those are not 

consistent things. There’s not a paycheck every month. The dancers know in their hearts, 

‘I’m here to serve and I realize that this is the dynamic.’” Flinn is careful to point out that 

this financial situation applies to him as well. Although Flinn has been able to sustain the 

company while supporting himself with outside teaching jobs and workshop fees, Ad 

Deum experiences frequent turn-over in company membership. The majority of Flinn’s 

dancers are young adults without families or other obligations that might prevent them 

from investing significant hours in unpaid dance training and performance. However, 

even these young dancers quickly develop exhausted bodies which they then re-interpret 

as the natural condition of sacrificial Christian dance.  

 

Figure 2: Ad Deum Dance Company members in prayer. Photograph by Amitava Sarkar. 
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Dancing Blended Evangelism 

In terms of evangelistic models, Ad Deum occupies a middle space between 

Ballet Magnificat! and Dishman + Co. Choreography. Ad Deum identifies itself as a 

Christian company and some of their conventions (such as performing to songs with 

Christian lyrics or website content that expresses an explicit Christian theology for dance) 

mimic the more traditional evangelical style. At the same time, Flinn does not require his 

company members to profess Christianity. He makes the aim and objectives of the 

company clear but welcomes any qualified professional dancers to participate. The only 

criteria for acceptance are the necessary technical skills and a willingness to explore 

Christian themes in dance-making and performance. Flinn acknowledges that other 

dancing Christians might view this approach as controversial, particularly when the 

company performs in churches as part of worship services in which they are seen as 

participating in, or even leading, worship. For Flinn, this is the long game of Christian 

evangelism. The daily routines of living life together in Christian community as a dance 

company serve as the vehicle for evangelism. Ad Deum also intentionally opens its 

company classes to the entire Houston dance community for the strategic purpose of 

building relationships with non-believing dancers. For Ad Deum, open dance classes 

facilitate relationships with non-Christians that they might not otherwise have, and thus 

create a space for conversations of faith to come up and relationships to be built. In this 

way, embodied dance actions become a point of entry for relational evangelism, a means 

of living side-by-side with non-believers in the hopes of winning them to faith in Christ. 
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Dance as Intercessory Prayer 

In recent years, a particular kind of dancing prayer has slowly begun to emerge 

from among the dancing Christian community.25 Intercessory prayer dance describes a 

particular kind of dancing, sometimes choreographed, sometimes improvisational, that is 

intended to act as a kind of dancing weapon in the battle of spiritual warfare. In 

intercessory prayer dance, the dancer believes that a kind of spiritual battle is being 

waged. This dynamic is suggested by scriptures like Ephesians 6:12 [NASV]: “For our 

struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against 

the world forces of darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in heavenly 

places.” Although intercessory prayer generally refers to praying on behalf of someone 

else, in many evangelical circles intercessory prayer indicates longer, more intense 

prayer, especially for special situations in which the person prayed for is believed to be 

experiencing hardship as a kind a spiritual attack. Special individuals believed to be 

“gifted” in prayer are sometimes referred to as “prayer warriors.” In some circles, prayer 

is considered to be a more acceptable ministry activity for women, especially since it 

often happens in small groups, one-on-one, or in private, as opposed to more visible 

leadership roles which are typically held by men. However, it is a way that women can be 

                                                      
25 In asserting that intercessory prayer dance is a recent innovation in professional 

Christian dance, I do not claim that these kinds of dances may exist elsewhere in 

Christian practice or in other religions. For the purpose of this discussion, I confine my 

study to intercessory dance as an emergent phenomenon in professional concert dance 

contexts.  
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authoritative because it gives them an opportunity to speak, to recite scriptures, and to 

deliver exhortations to others, within the framework of prayer.  

Ad Deum is not the only dance company to engage in intercessory prayer dance. 

If fact, other companies in this study, particularly Ballet Magnificat!, may employ this 

practice as well, although I did not observe it during my fieldwork. However, a 

particularly striking example occurred during my data gathering session at Ad Deum’s 

spring intensive in the spring of 2015. During their morning worship gathering, the 

dancers (which included company members, trainees, apprentices, and participants in the 

intensive) were gathered in a loose circle while three company members played 

instruments and lead the group in singing. The music was exuberant and energetic. The 

dancers leading the music invited everyone to get up and dance as well as sing to the 

music. This kind of invitation is a treat for many dancing Christians who feel 

uncomfortable fully expressing themselves in traditional church worship services through 

dance. This suggests that certain kinds of bodily expression are still not welcome in 

official evangelical worship, again reinforcing the body/mind split in Christian practice. 

Several dancers immediately stood up and began swaying in time to the music, moving 

their arms in undulating waves, or slowly pacing in circles in their immediate personal 

space. As the music grew in intensity, more dancers stood and some began to travel 

across the space with wide, sweeping arm gestures, turns, and reaches. The general 

quality of the movement was celebratory and oriented upward.  

Gradually, one female dancer began to travel across the circle, making her way to 

a young man who was standing, with head bowed and body hunched over, singing with 
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heartfelt intensity. She began to dance immediately in front of him, striking her feet on 

the floor with percussive stamps, reaching into the air above his head, as if grasping any 

negative energy swirling around his body and tossing it away. The young man did not 

look up, although it seemed clear to me that he was at least peripherally aware of her 

presence. The woman never made physical contact with the young man as she danced 

before him. Her movements were powerful, authoritative, as if with strong, sweeping 

gestures, she commanded evil spirits to flee from her presence. Her movements became 

progressively softer, as if transitioning from doing battle with an enemy to giving 

blessings of protection over the young man. Eventually, she danced away, moving back 

into a private expression of devotion. Throughout this encounter, which was perhaps one 

or two minutes, neither person spoke nor made eye contact with each other. Yet in this 

powerful duet, both dancers exemplified a belief in the capacity of dance to act as a 

particularly potent form of embodied prayer. Further, the dancers illustrated a sense in 

which the physical body has the capacity to act on the spiritual realm in ways that 

powerfully unite the body and spirit. Intercessory prayer dancing is a radical innovation 

in Christian practice. As distinctively different from the spontaneous dancing of 

charismatic worship in which the worshipper often seems to lose control of his/her body 

while subsumed into an ecstatic state with a primarily inward focus, participants in 

intercessory prayer dancing remain in control of their bodies while focusing their 

attention outward on others in the space or the space itself. While I have only observed 

this kind of prayer activity in dance-specific contexts (workshops, classes, improvisation 
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sessions), for the few who practice it, it affords them with powerful embodied 

experiencing of ministering to and for others.  

Karin Stevens Dance: Evolving Practices of Spirit 

Karin Stevens Dance has been, in some ways, the most challenging company to 

write about because Stevens’ own religious identity is in flux, making it difficult to 

identify consistent narratives and to find connections between them and embodied 

actions. Like the comparison between Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum, there are some 

correlations between Dishman and Stevens, so in this section I focus on elements that 

make Stevens distinctive. As I related in my introduction, Stevens’ experiences of her 

faith have been in dramatic evolution. The embodied actions I explore here capture what 

is current to her experiences at the time of this writing. However, Stevens emphasizes a 

sense of continual unfolding growth in her faith and dance-making, and thus her current 

endeavors are designed to create the conditions that enable further evolutions of belief 

and action to occur.  

Like Dishman + Co. Choreography, Karin Stevens Dance is a project-based 

performance company. Thus, like Dishman, Stevens does not have the same kind of 

communal devotional structure that Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum have. Instead, 

Stevens spends a dedicated portion of every day in spiritualized movement activity that 

she describes as a “process of preparing myself to be a conduit for the work.” Although it 

shifts with the seasons and her sense of what she needs in a given day, Stevens’ current 

routine involves a blend of reading devotional literature or scriptures, meditation, yoga, 

walking or hiking in nature, and dance classes. These private, personal practices facilitate 
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her ability to get a “sense of a spiritual vision before the physical manifests.” Stevens 

makes explicit connections between dancing and faith in her individual practice: 

Starting in 2012, my whole being awakened to the reality that my movement 

practice had to be, was, and was meant to be a spiritual practice. Even though I’m 

“warming up” my body, flexing and strengthening and doing all those physical 

things for dancing, I’m also recognizing there’s a spiritual practice there at the 

core of it. It’s about awakening to my full physical prowess—because I think 

that’s equated to spiritual brilliance—but also a sense of my own purpose. 

Stevens characterizes this spiritual movement practice as “surrender,” “burning off,” and 

removing obstacles, physical and emotional, that might stand in the way of creating and 

performing dance. As I will demonstrate in Chapter Six, Stevens’ wrestling with the 

confluence of body and spirit and this process of surrender manifests itself in 

choreography that is characterized by the building and resolution of tension. 

Stevens believes that body and spirit are highly influential in the dance-making 

and rehearsal processes, so she brings aspects of her clearing and de-cluttering body/mind 

practice to interactions with her dancers as well. Stevens starts and ends every rehearsal 

with what she calls a “scapula moment.” She gathers the dancers in a circle, and they 

place the palms of their hands on the scapulae of the dancers to their right and left. 

Sometimes they stand in this posture for a moment of silence, focusing on breath and 

sensing the small movements of the group. At other times, Stevens will “feel led” to 

speak a few words of encouragement or exhortation. The scapula moment frames the 

rehearsal as a communal, collaborative moment, and, importantly for Stevens, as a 
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moment that honors the physicalized spirits of the dancers in the space. If she has more 

time or if she senses a particularly heavy atmosphere in the studio, Stevens uses Ann 

Green Gilbert’s “Brain Dance,” a series of eight exercises that progress through the 

developmental movement patterns humans learn in the first year of life.26 For Stevens, 

brain dance exercises help dancers “to see past the noise and the emotional pain and 

whatever was going on, so they could get to the focus of the dancing.” Stevens often 

collaborates with musicians, so before performances, she will gather dancers and 

musicians in a circle for a scapula moment. Stevens usually prepares words of 

encouragement to speak to her dancers in the final moments before a show. Before her 

most recent performance, she realized “everybody needs to know that we’ve got each 

other’s backs.” Stevens had the performers (dancers and musicians) stand in back-to-back 

contact and then shift side-to-side and travel forward together. While they moved through 

these postures, Stevens encouraged: “We are all connected. We have each other’s backs, 

there are no mistakes, no accidents, we’re all in this. There’s a movement we are all a 

part of.”  

 

 

                                                      
26 According to Green Gilbert, these exercises reorganize the neurological system; 

increase blood and oxygen flow to the respiratory system and brain; enhance core 

support, alignment, and connectivity; and deepen the understanding of concert dance 

technique (“Brain Dance” n.d.). 
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Stevens’ use of touch with her dancers (and occasional collaborators) on a 

consistent basis is a way of enacting an ethic of care.27 In this gesture, Stevens reminds 

herself of the humanity and community constructed in her dancing community. She also 

provides a framework for her collaborators to physicalize what to her are deeply spiritual 

truths. These physical and spoken rituals affirm and honor the creative collaboration 

between dancers and musicians and mark the performance as a kind of sacred 

collaboration. 

Stevens does not always make a point to pray (either individually or with others) 

before performances because she frames her entire endeavor as a dance maker as a kind 

of “prayer and blessing.” She resists the notion of a sacred/secular dichotomy between 

the embodied actions of making and performing dances and more explicitly identifiable 

embodied religious actions, such as communion or baptism. Stevens will sometimes pray 

for people silently and internally, especially when she has her hands on them, but she 

does not draw attention to it. She believes in prayer but wants respect the boundaries of 

others and not press her faith on them or make them feel uncomfortable. “I want to 

respect that real thing [someone else’s experience] that’s there and respect somebody else 

who’s in their own journey about what it is.” Stevens also blogs about her experiences as 

                                                      
27 Feminist psychologist Carol Gillian (1993) is credited for coining the term “ethic of 

care” to refer to the ways in which women are encouraged to develop a sense of self that 

is partially defined by their aptitude to care for others in contrast to men for whom 

individuation is not typically linked to caring behaviors. Although the connection 

between an ethic of care and dancing Christians is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it 

is interesting to note that Stevens and Dishman both draw on a sense of caring for their 

dancers as a means to grapple with their role as Christians in the secular dance world. 
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a dance maker, and in a recent post, Stevens reflected on the ways in which dance also 

serves as a means to further her spiritual practice. She writes: “I have been trying to free 

myself, heal myself, from the boxes I have put myself in or the boxes I think I cannot 

achieve. I have had to fight and surrender to the inner and outer critic that seeks to dig its 

teeth into my heart, creating spaces of fear in nightmarish words: Innovation and 

Invention” (“(Re)framing an insomniac exploration in thought and poetry” 2014). 

Stevens is referring to fears she has around her creative practice, but she connects these 

fears to deep, fundamental insecurities that get to the heart of her value and identity. 

Stevens’ remedy for these fears is movement. For Stevens, dance not only reflects her 

greatest insecurities, it is the pathway to the ultimate freedom. Dance is the spiritual 

practice that manifests this healing in her life. 

Conclusion: Embodied Christianity 

 Dancing Christians’ beliefs about the body are central to the development of 

embodied dance and religious actions. Yet, as I have demonstrated, the dancing 

Christians in this study have diverse views about the body which lead to disparate 

embodied actions as well. For companies like Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum, the body 

is a vessel for the expression of divine inspiration. Thus, rigorous professional dance 

training, rehearsing and performing are reframed as embodied religious action. For dance 

artists like Dishman and Stevens, the body is a medium for expression and exploration. In 

these instances, the process of making dance becomes a means to gain spiritual insight 

through embodied dance actions.  
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 The dancing Christians in this study also have distinct ways of defining and 

practicing evangelism in the context of their lives as professional dancers. Members of 

Ballet Magnificat! frames themselves as evangelists first and professional dancers 

second. As I will show in Chapter Six, this approach contributes to the construction of 

choreography with a very clear gospel message and methods of constructing the 

performance environment that facilitate that message. In contrast, Dishman sees herself 

as a dance artist, first and foremost. In her work with dancers from a variety of 

backgrounds, she practices a relational evangelism that attempts to demonstrate her 

religious convictions through lived examples of ethic and loving behavior. In between 

these two approaches, Ad Deum Dance Company practices a kind of blended evangelism 

in that they combine an explicitly Christian identity with a generous framework for 

inclusion in their company.  

 Finally, the emergence of intercessory prayer dance demonstrates that dancing 

Christians’ embodied actions are not static. Rather, they continue to evolve in tandem 

with new innovations in Western concert dance and emerging theological and practical 

shifts in American Christianity. In Why We Dance: A Philosophy of Bodily Becoming, 

Kimerer LaMothe argues for a recognition that 

. . . to dance is to create and become patterns of sensation and response. . .; to 

dance is to do so in ways that cultivate a sensory awareness of our participation in 

it. . .; to dance is to participate consciously in this rhythm of bodily becoming by 

using this sensory awareness as a guide in creating and becoming patterns of 

sensation and response that realize our potential to move. (2015, 4-7) 
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In other words, the patterns of awareness that we cultivate through movement are 

intimately connecting to our thinking, moving body/self. “The movements we make 

make us” (LaMothe 2015, 4). Despite the desire to honor the body and rehabilitate it as 

essential to the practice of Christian life, dancing Christians’ metaphors of body as 

vessel, instrument, and conduit continue to reify the notion of the body as inferior to the 

mind, soul, or consciousness. If dancing Christians are to truly make an intervention for 

the body/self in Christian practice, new definitions (and, consequently, new embodied 

actions) need to be developed that position the body as central to the ways in which we 

know ourselves and the divine. 
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CHAPTER VI: 

DANCING CHRISTIAN MEANING: CHOREOGRAPHIC  

ANALYSES OF DANCES 

I am standing in front of a large crowd of people, many of them familiar faces, 

seated in the casual, auditorium-style sanctuary that is my church. Chairs have 

been shifted so that a large space at the front of the church, below the pulpit 

where the pastor stands to deliver his sermon, has been opened up for this danced 

worship. I focus my gaze up and past the onlookers as the music to a familiar 

song begins. I don’t necessarily feel a sense of worshipful adoration at this 

moment; it is difficult to find that emotion when I am also focused on the correct 

execution of choreographed movements and an awareness of the congregation’s 

gaze directed toward our ensemble of female performers. As I begin my first jump 

into the air, I sense the unyielding cement floor beneath my feet. Performing this 

dance will give me my first case of shin splints. After the service, many 

congregants will approach me to tell me how my dancing “ministered to them” 

and helped them to feel a sense of more expansive worship. I receive this as 

affirmation that God blesses my efforts to dance for him.  

 In this study, I have argued that dancing Christians’ narratives contribute to 

individual and communal identities and serve to integrate participants dancing and 

religious lives. Further, I have established the ways in which dancing Christians’ 
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embodied dance and religious actions mutually reinforce and thus magnify the effects of 

each in the lives of participants. In this chapter, I demonstrate how narratives and 

embodied actions coalesce in the choreographies dancing Christians produce. To that 

end, I analyze the choreographic products of the four companies included in this study to 

demonstrate the ways in which participants’ choreographic constructions are connected to 

their narratives and embodied actions. Although some of the choreography explored in 

this chapter can be easily identified as Christian dance, not all dancing Christians make 

explicitly Christian works.  

In the field of Dance Studies, Susan Leigh Foster’s seminal work, Reading 

Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Contemporary American Dance (1988), stands as a 

foundational text for the discipline. In this work, Foster articulates a method of 

choreographic analysis in which dances are examined not in terms of their aesthetic 

properties, but as sets of codes and conventions that collectively contribute to the process 

of meaning making. In this way, Foster frames dances as important sites for knowledge 

production. Foster defines “reading dancing” as the way in which one participates in this 

approach by observing how dances, training practices, and beliefs about the role of dance 

and the dancer construct these codes and conventions on the choreographer’s terms. This 

approach has afforded the field of dance studies and other fields, such as performance 

studies, cultural studies, anthropology, and women’s studies, the ability to move beyond 

an evaluation of dances based on aesthetic and/or technical critiques to an exploration of 

the ways in which dances make making. Although I use Foster’s frameworks for reading 

and writing dancing as a point of entry for choreographic analysis, the companies in this 
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study vary greatly in narrative and practice, as I have demonstrated. Thus, I attend to 

different aspects of the dances for each group to draw out the complexity and variety 

among them. An attention to different elements of the dances enables me to draw out the 

diverse ways in which dancing Christians practice dance and faith. For example, in the 

instance of Ballet Magnificat!, I attend more closely to the framing of the dance, rather 

than the dancing itself, because its framing is crucial to its meaning. In contrast, for Ad 

Deum Dance Company, Dishman + Co. Choreography, and Karin Stevens Dance, the 

meaning of the dances is more directly conveyed through the movement vocabulary and 

choreographic themes. Where applicable, I draw out the similarities of some participant 

groups, but my focus in this choreographic analysis is to draw out the diversity in dancing 

Christians’ choreographic constructions. 

Choreographing Church in Ballet Magnificat!’s Most Incredible Christmas 

Over the years, I have attended numerous Ballet Magnificat! performances and 

observed the company’s work change over time. Since 2001, the majority of Ballet 

Magnificat!’s story ballets have been Biblical stories reimagined in different historical 

time periods. During the course of my fieldwork, I attended several different evening-

length performances, among them Hiding Place, a story ballet based on the 

autobiography of holocaust survivor Corrie ten Boom, and Stratagem, a story ballet based 

on the Christian apologetic novel by C. S. Lewis, as well as rehearsals, classes, and other 

in-studio interactions. The analysis I provide here is only a glimpse into the complex 

choreographic practices of a large, regional ballet company with a relatively long history, 

especially for dance in the context of Christianity.  
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For the purposes of this analysis, I turn my attention to what, at first glance, may 

seem like an outlier, Most Incredible Christmas, a light-hearted Christmas ballet first 

presented in Jackson, Mississippi, in December 2014.28 Although many of Ballet 

Magnificat!’s performances are held in churches, this performance is held at Thalia Mara 

Hall, a modest theater by national standards, but the largest and most prestigious theater 

in the Jackson metro area, often hosting national touring companies and university 

graduations. Unlike their other performances, Most Incredible Christmas has free 

admission, which increases the likelihood of a wider, more economically diverse 

audience. The program and the atmosphere of the theater before the show reflect a 

traditional theater experience: the program includes descriptions of the company, a 

welcome from the mayor of Jackson, and numerous advertisements for local businesses, 

as well as pictures of company members and the lineup for the evening’s performance. A 

brass band plays familiar Christmas tunes, both secular and religious, as the auditorium 

fills. The theatrical setting, the program, the mix of secular and religious music, and free 

admission suggest that Ballet Magnificat! is intentionally trying to reach a wider 

audience, both evangelicals seeking a particular message and non-evangelicals seeking a 

family Christmas show. 

Ballet Magnificat! achieves a kind of conceptual blending in their performances 

in which they fuse the performing conventions of concert dance with the characteristics 

of a traditional Christian church service to create a presentation that functions as a kind of 

                                                      
28 Most Incredible Christmas was performed again the following year, but it is unclear if 

it will become an annual event. 
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dancing church service, a worship performance. In Sensational Devotion: Evangelical 

Performance in Twenty-First Century America, Jill Stevenson describes conceptual 

blending as a method of creating “complex meaning by connecting or selectively 

blending mental spaces into integration networks, and, as we do this, the frames we 

project into those networks impact how we derive meaning from the blend” (2015, 113). 

Stevenson observes that a significant aspect of conceptual blending, especially in 

evangelical contexts, is that it extends beyond the cognitive to the lived, noting that “The 

performance conditions draw attention to the spectators’ live, physical presence at the 

religious event, thereby pulling that bodily presence into the blend” (2015, 116). Ballet 

Magnificat! company members talk about constructing dance performances that function 

as worship and, at the same time, are also examples of excellent professional dance. 

Using identifiable church service conventions, such as invitation, narrative/teaching, 

prayer, offering, and altar call, Ballet Magnificat! presents a dance concert as church, 

performance as worship, rather than a performance of worship. 29  

Although church service conventions are not present in every performance, a 

significant number of them (invitation, narrative, altar call, prayer) are present 

consistently—even in casual, in-studio showings of works among their own companies. 

A significant number of their performances happen in churches, but even when they 

perform in traditional theater venues, Ballet Magnificat! utilizes features of a church 

                                                      
29 Ballet Magnificat! also tours internationally and, in these contexts, I imagine the 

dynamics are quite different. Since my project focuses on dancing Christians in 

contemporary American contexts, I limit my discussions to their U.S. performances only. 
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service to clearly frame their performances as worship.30 Perhaps even more radical, 

Ballet Magnificat! stages dance performance as a means to deliver God’s word on par 

with the preaching of the gospel typically reserved for pastoral leadership alone. 

 As with most performances I have witnessed from Ballet Magnificat!, Most 

Incredible Christmas opens with an introduction from a narrator. The use of a narrator is 

a common convention in Ballet Magnificat!’s repertoire, which reinforces how vital 

narratives are for the company. In this instance, the narrator evokes the image of the 

“greeter” or the person who does the welcome and announcements at a contemporary 

evangelical church. This narrator is actually a representative of the local chapter of the 

Salvation Army, which partnered with Ballet Magnificat! for this performance (another 

way to broaden their audience base). Significantly, the narrator leads the audience in a 

prayer before the performance begins. As I discussed in Chapter Three, prayer not only 

frames the performance as a religious practice, it also unites participants in experiencing 

the performance as religious. Distinctively among the companies surveyed here, Ballet 

                                                      
30 Ballet Magnificat!’s full-scale theatrical performances are enabled by recent 

innovations in church sanctuary architecture, which favor large open stages, theatrical 

lighting, and stadium-style seating (Kilde 2008). Although Ballet Magnificat! desires to 

evangelize, to bring the story of the gospel and Christianity, to people outside of the faith, 

a practical reality of their performance practice is that their audiences are predominantly 

Christians in churches, either on Sunday morning as part of normal worship or as a 

special presentation at another time. According to Thibodeaux, the company receives a 

significant number of commissions from churches who want dance to be a part of a 

special service, such as Easter Sunday. The company will often collaborate with the 

church’s music minister to construct a ministry event. Ballet Magnificat! may be 

preaching to the choir, but their influence is significant. For many church-goers, Ballet 

Magnificat! is their very first introduction to the notion of Christian dance; for some it 

may also be their first introduction to concert dance.  
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Magnificat! invites the audience into this practice as well. By inviting the audience into 

the practice of prayer before performance, Ballet Magnificat! invites audiences to share 

in the enacting of the performance as a religious practice.  

 Although not every performance uses narration as heavily as Most Incredible 

Christmas, many of Ballet Magnificat!’s story ballets intersperse spoken narrative with 

movement because of their commitment to delivering an unambiguously Christian 

message to their audiences. The story of this performance is a competition in which 

different groups of dancers represent various options for the “most incredible” thing 

about Christmas. For example, in a section reminiscent of The Nutcracker entitled 

“Christmas Around the World,” dancers portray various cultural celebrations, including 

Czech and Spanish folk dance and what appears to be a French folk scene. Other sections 

seem to emphasize traditions like gift-giving or Christmas in different historical eras, as 

suggested by a piece in which the dancers wear fitted cardigans and black Capri pants 

overlaid with puffy tulle skirts. Each piece emphasizes the manipulation of a different 

prop, such as candy canes, umbrellas, ornaments, etc., and is light-hearted and 

entertaining. The story is advanced by the narrator while the dancers serve to illustrate 

the idea of competition among different ideas.  
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Figure 3: Most Incredible Christmas. Photograph by Shasank Shekhar. 

This approach suggests a kind of “worldview apologetics” strategy of evangelism. 

Although ostensibly framing itself as a reasoned survey of all available options, Most 

Incredible Christmas is actually built on the assumption that Christianity will prevail as 

the obvious choice among competing belief systems. Fletcher notes that worldview 

apologetics, as developed by Christian theologian Francis Schaeffer, developed as a 

strategy for evangelism in the context of secular pluralism (2013, 205). The dance 

illustrates the “worldview apologetics” mode of evangelism increasingly popular among 

contemporary evangelicals, in which Christianity is framed as the best choice among 

competing belief systems.   

 As the performance builds toward the introduction of the birth of Christ as the 

obvious choice for “most incredible,” the narrator tells us what we are about to see, we 
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see it portrayed in the dance, and then the narrator reminds us of what we saw and segues 

to the next section. The show culminates in a dance performed to the song “We are the 

Reason,” a contemporary Christian song that would be familiar to evangelicals. The 

chorus of the song tells listeners 

We are the reason that He gave His life; We are the reason that He suffered and 

died; To a world that was lost He gave all He could give; To show us the reason 

to live. (Avalon 2000) 

The dancers use large wrapped Christmas boxes as props for this section work. A soloist 

pulls an oversized nail, approximately twelves inches long, out of her gift box. Then all 

the dancers follow her lead, pulling nails from their boxes, and all dance with the nail 

props. The dancers smile and show the nails to each other while dancing. The effect of 

this juxtaposition of their joy at the sight of the tools of crucifixion, and the upbeat music 

that accompanies it, is gruesome and garish. However, the message of the performance is 

clear: the celebration of the birth of Christ ultimately points to the reason evangelicals 

believe God was incarnated as a human in the body of Jesus. Christ’s birth ultimately 

points to his sacrificial and substitutionary death.  

The narrator brings the point home when he reiterates the message of the dance 

and song by stating that Jesus is coming back again. Abruptly, the qualities of church that 

implicitly underpin the performance become much more explicit. The audience responds 

to the narrator in the form of cheers, clapping, and shouted “amens.” While this kind of 

response would not be appropriate for a traditional concert dance performance, they can 

do this because they understand the codes and conventions of an evangelical church 
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service. A non-evangelical audience might not recognize that these responses where 

expected of them. Instrumental music beings to play as the narrator asks for a “love 

offering” from the audience, a term that is common in charismatic denominations. 

Although the performance was offered as a free gift to the community, the company uses 

the church convention of an offering to emphasize that they are a ministry that depends in 

part on support of the Christian community in addition to typical arts funding streams 

such as ticket sales. Ushers pass buckets down the theater rows, just as one would pass an 

offering plate at church. At this moment, the blending of church and dance concert comes 

together in the starkest relief. The narrator reminds the audience that these offerings will 

help people hear the gospel, and the audience claps and cheers in response, further 

emphasizing the call-and-response typical of a casual church service.  

While ostensibly targeted to non-believing audiences, Most Incredible Christmas 

is emblematic of a particular kind of evangelical performance practice in which 

evangelistic efforts are directed at those who already believe. 31 In Preaching to Convert: 

Evangelical Outreach and Performance Activism in a Secular Age, theater historian John 

Fletcher observes that while most forms of Christian evangelistic performance are 

supposedly produced to reach and convert non-believers, other Christians are often the 

primary audiences. In these instances, evangelistic outreach becomes a performance of 

                                                      
31 The majority of Ballet Magnificat!’s U.S. performances occur in Christian churches 

where one can assume that a significant portion of the audience is sympathetic to their 

beliefs. Most Incredible Christmas is distinctive in that the performance is held at a large 

local theatre with free admission, which would seem to indicate an intentional desire to 

reach a wider audience. 
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preaching to the converted. However, Fletcher notes that preaching to the converted 

actually involves a complex give-and-take interaction between performers and audiences. 

“In cases, where a community of spectators attends a performance that purports to be by, 

for, and about people and viewpoints of their own community, audience/performer 

interactions take on a heightened charge, with audience members constantly checking a 

performance’s presentation of the community’s identity and beliefs with their own 

understandings of those beliefs” (2013, 210-211). So, what does Most Incredible 

Christmas do for Christian audiences? 

 Choreographing dance performance as church service does several significant 

things. First, it provides a point of entry for audiences who may have little experience 

with attending dance performances. Using the conventions of church services as a 

framework provides a sense of familiarity and facilitates a sense of participation. Second, 

it helps audiences, particularly those unfamiliar with concert dance, understand and make 

meaning from the dances. Christian audiences know they are supposed to bow their heads 

when someone prays, cheer and clap when someone speaks of Jesus, and put an offering 

in the bucket when it is passed. 

One might question how these practices serve to fulfill Ballet Magnificat!’s stated 

mission of preaching the gospel to non-believers. Fletcher argues that the practice of 

“preaching to the converted” actually serves an important function. In a landscape of 

secular pluralism in which American evangelicals are surrounded by competing belief 

systems, the “converted” need to be continually reminded of “the content and stakes of 

their struggle, re-energizing them with new strategies and renewed passion” (2013, 211). 
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In the case of dance, which still occupies a tenuous position within American 

evangelicalism, Ballet Magnificat!’s choreographing of dance as church performance 

accomplished a double maneuver. Ballet Magnificat!’s performances continue to preach a 

message that dance can be an acceptable practice for evangelicals at the same time that it 

choreographs the gospel message as the “most incredible” message among competing 

options.  

Although Ballet Magnificat! dancers would argue that their performances are not 

meant to replace a traditional word-centric Christian service, the fact that dance features 

as a significant means for delivering the gospel message through dance performance is a 

radical intervention in church practices. These performances are radical because they 

position moving bodies (often female bodies) as vital mechanisms to deliver the gospel 

message. As inheritors of body/mind dualism, American evangelicals revere the reading, 

memorizing, and listening to the word of God (the Bible) as central to Christian practice 

and either ignore or denigrate the role of the body in Christian practice. Ballet 

Magnificat! honors the place of the biblical texts in their performances while 

foregrounding dancing bodies as a means to reflect upon, interpret, and respond to those 

texts. John 1:1, 14 [NIV] says “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 

God, and the Word was God. . . . The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among 

us.” Although Christians understand this “Word” to be the person of Jesus Christ, I 

suggest that as they dance the gospel, dancing Christians are also a kind of “word made 

flesh.”  
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Dancing in the Aisles 

Since Ballet Magnificat! dancers frame themselves as dancing evangelists who 

present the gospel message through dance, it follows that audience members should be 

given an opportunity to respond with a conversion to Christianity or a recommitment to 

personal relationship with God. As mentioned in Chapter Four, an altar call is a process 

by which listeners have the opportunity to physically respond to the message of the 

gospel by getting up out of their seats and walking toward the front of the sanctuary 

(where the altar is typically situated). Respondents might kneel and pray silently or they 

might pray with a preacher or other church leader. The act of physically walking the 

aisle, while not required to legitimate a conversion/recommitment experience, is lauded 

as an act of public profession of faith that makes private, personal, individual belief 

public and communal. Although I have seen Ballet Magnificat! deploy the altar call 

process in different ways over the years, the typical format includes a narrator who 

summarizes and reflects upon the danced presentation of the gospel the audience has just 

viewed. In this way, the narrator could be seen as a proxy for a preacher or as a means to 

make dance more accessible to non-dance audiences. In case the danced presentation was 

not explicit enough, the narrator makes a literal connection between it and a succinct 

gospel message—Jesus Christ was/is God; He lived a perfect life and died as punishment 

for your sins; You can pray and ask for forgiveness and a relationship with God in Christ. 

In this way, Ballet Magnificat! transforms theaters into altars where performers and 

audiences can “walk the aisle” to profess faith through movement.  
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During Most Incredible Christmas, the narrator delivers this invitation while the 

dancers, holding glowing candles, process down from the stage, and walk the aisles in 

reverse, rejoining the congregation. The narrator asks audience members to leave their 

seats and go to one of the dancers standing in the aisles if they wanted to pray to “receive 

Christ” (convert to Christianity) or to pray with one of the dancers about anything. A solo 

vocalist joins the stage and leads the audience, which has now become a congregation, in 

singing a familiar contemporary worship song. Around me, some people remain seated, 

others stand, raising one or both hands in the air and swaying to the music. A few people 

make their way down the aisles, and I see dancers praying earnestly or listening tearfully. 

As they pray, they hold hands or clasp a shoulder.  

In “Tangible Acts: Touch Performances,” Jennifer Fisher writes that touch in 

performance are “acts of connecting that, in the moment of contact make it difficult to 

sustain an analytical frame of mind” (2007, 174). This moment is a striking and sudden 

shift, and a somewhat disorienting one, even for someone who is familiar with both 

contemporary Christian worship and concert dance. Yet, for evangelical audiences, this 

blending can feel natural because the framing device reassures audiences that dance is a 

faith practice. As mentioned in Chapter Five, evangelicals cultivate a range of devotional 

practices that prepare their bodies to anticipate particular kinds of energetic encounters in 

religious contexts. Stevenson notes that “certain evangelical spectators may, therefore, 

enter a performance. . . in the same state as the actors—physically prepared for 

evangelical enactment’s energetic dynamic” (2015, 67). Thus, Ballet Magnificat!’s 

performances, and in particular their use of the altar call, choreograph particular kinds of 
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embodied interactions between dancers and audiences that reinforce the idea of dance 

performance as a kind of religious practice.  

Constructing Choreographies of Struggle in Ad Deum’s Joyful Noise 

For Ad Deum Dance Company, I shift from an analysis of the choreographic 

frame to an analysis of the style and syntax of Joyful Noise. Like Ballet Magnificat!, Ad 

Deum overtly frames itself as a Christian company through their communal devotional 

practices and in that their choreography directly addresses Christian themes. However, 

they perform more frequently in traditional concert venues, in addition to churches, 

nursing homes, hospitals, and community centers. During my fieldwork, I saw Joyful 

Noise performed twice: during an informal, in-studio session and in a small theater venue 

called “The Barn” in downtown Houston during a spring dance intensive in March 

2015.32 For the purposes of in-depth analysis of the choreography, I also viewed a filmed 

recording of The Barn performance and refer to that performance in particular throughout 

my analysis.  

                                                      
32 Ad Deum hosts week-long spring and summer intensives each year. Aimed towards 

pre-professional dancers in Houston and the surrounding regions, the intensive begins 

each day with singing, Bible study, and prayer led by Flinn and members of his company. 

Then, attendees take ballet and modern classes as well as a variety of electives ranging 

from additional dance techniques to topical studies on dance and Christian worship, 

cross-cultural missions, etc. Classes are taught by Flinn, members of his company, and 

nationally recognized guest artists from professional companies like Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theatre and Limón Dance Company. Ad Deum company members take 

classes with attendees and perform company repertoire in informal studio showings. The 

intensive functions as a way to recruit and audition new company members as well as a 

means of outreach to the local professional dance community who are attracted to attend 

because of the notable guest artists. 
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Joyful Noise is an ensemble work for eight female dancers. The title is a reference 

to Psalm 100:1 [King James Version] which states “Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, 

all ye lands.” The work is divided into two sections accompanied by simple theatrical 

lighting and a deep purple background. The first section is performed to a contemporary 

instrumental piano version of the hymn “All Creatures of Our God and King.” This hymn 

would probably be readily recognizable to Christian audiences or those familiar with 

church music. (In fact, when I watch this section, I can hear the words of the song in my 

head, creating an additional layer of narrative.) However, to those unfamiliar with church 

music, the sound score reads as merely a pleasant musical accompaniment. Both the title 

and the music illustrate one of the popular conventions among dancing Christians 

straddling the tensions between secular and religious contexts: they attempt to abstract 

the music and title just enough that non-evangelicals would not immediately recognize 

the work as religious and yet evangelical audiences would immediately recognize the 

religious implications of those choices. 

The work begins with a trio of women who enter the space and kneel in a deep 

diagonal formation. They wear simple, sleeveless, black dresses with a fashionable 

asymmetrical hemline commonly referred to as “high low” and a subtle hint of color from 

vibrantly tinted leotards underneath a black lace overlay. The women bow forward in 

unison, reaching their arms along the floor in a series of gestures reminiscent of prayer 

and reverent bowing. They stand and two of the trio leave the stage. A soloist remains 

and moves downstage center. Her movements are reaching, grasping with her hands. She 

lunges, then turns, looking down and then up, as if in need, then clasps her arms around 
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herself in a self-soothing embrace. One of the original trio returns and they begin to 

dance in unison. Then the second dancer continues to move on her own, while the first 

observes. The movements are similar to the first soloist, but she performs with more 

exuberance. Simultaneously the musical key changes to a higher register, which 

contributes to a greater sense of lightness and ease. Her movements read as more 

celebratory. The observing dancer lifts her arms and joins in. They circle each other in 

the center of the stage, a mutually supportive duet.  

Suddenly, the third dancer from the original trio runs into the space, interrupting 

the duet and literally disrupting the dancers’ celebratory positions in the center as she 

pushes past them. Her expression is anguished. She begins her own solo and the 

difference in vocabulary is striking—she circles her arms, clenching and shaking her 

fists, lunging forward, slapping her thighs, the first moment of body percussion. The solo 

continues with gestures that suggest grabbing, catching. In the intimacy of the small 

theater, I can hear her breath, which comes in snatches, little gasps, almost as if crying. 

The duet dancers follow her through the space, reaching for her, watching her and 

exchanging glances with each other. They gesture to her with an open-palmed movement, 

a universal symbol for “stop.” The three begin to move in unison, their original trio 

reformed. The movement blends the energy of celebration and anguish, combining 

graceful turns and light, quick footwork with syncopated jumps, lunges, and body 

percussion. In a particularly arresting moment, the trio shift back and forth on flexed feet, 

torsos contracted, fists clenching the fabric of their skirts. Even though the three are again 

performing as a trio, the dancer in the center maintains her character as a soloist, 
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performing the movement with greater intensity and anguish than the others. They end in 

unison, lunging downstage. While the two on either side freeze at the end of the lunge, 

the soloist continues to repeat the lunge over and over, evoking the image of beating her 

head against an imaginary wall. At her sides, the two dancers stand and observe her.  

Four female dancers, dressed in the same simple black dress enter stage right. 

They do not acknowledge the trio, instead forming a line that stretches vertically from 

downstage to upstage right. The two other dancers move to join this line and the soloist is 

left alone downstage center. She looks up and begins to walk backward with small, timid 

steps, smoothing her dress, as if suddenly self-conscious of her public crisis. The music 

fades. In silence she walks over to the line of women and joins them. At this point, the 

choreographed arrangement of the dancers is clear. Although continuously shifting in 

their configurations, the dance features a soloist and an ensemble. This arrangement 

reflects American evangelical notions about the dynamics between individuals and 

groups. The group, the Christian community, is vital to religious practice, but, ultimately, 

primacy is placed upon the individual and his/her personal, private, emotional 

relationship with God. The prominence of the soloist, her divergence from the ensemble, 

and her exceptionally emotional performance, underscore American evangelical ideas 

about the nature of religious practice for the individual believer. 

The second section begins, as indicated by a new lighter and quicker instrumental 

piano score. The group begins to dance in canon to this highly complex musical score, 

each dancer moving independently, lifting their knees with flexed feet, arms extended at 

right angles, lunging, turning, then resolving to stand with one arm lifted. They march in 
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unison, snaking a circular pathway across and around the stage. They pause, still in 

unison, lifting one arm and arching back, then lunging, turning and again coming to 

stillness, torsos angled forward, hovering over the floor. What follows is an intricate 

ensemble dance, with dancers continually exiting and entering the space. The dancers 

execute graceful suspended circles and sweeping waltz steps alternately with quick, light 

feet, sharp dabs and flicks, lunges, and big jumps. Although the soloist sometimes 

submerges herself in the group, the spatial configurations made by the ensemble 

repeatedly draw attention to her position, usually by centering her in their midst and by 

the continued contrast between the ensemble’s unreservedly joyful execution, and her 

continued anguish. This configuration communicates a clear sense of conflict between 

joy and sorrow, her lively dance set against the expression on her face and the exultant 

expressions of the ensemble. This juxtaposition creates a sense of tension in the dance.  
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Figure 4: Joyful Noise. Photograph by Amitava Sarkar. 

As the dance reaches a crescendo, as indicated by the climax in the music, as well 

as the increasing intensity of the dancing, punctuated by big jumps, stomps, playful 

clapping, and individual exhibitions of skill, the soloist discreetly leaves the stage. As the 

music softens, the stage lights dim to a single spotlight center stage. The group processes 

in a circle and the soloist re-enters. As the soloist steps into the center of their circle, the 

group turns inward and kneels down. They lift their faces to her in expectation. The 

soloist begins to move her body in small undulations different from anything in the 

vocabulary of the dance up to this point. The movement seems to grow from her feet and 

shoulders simultaneously, gradually growing into lunges, turns, and jumps. At the same 

time, the soloist’s expression slowly transforms—her mourning gradually replaced by 

exuberant joy. One by one, the kneeling ensemble peels off from the circle, rolling to 
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stand and exiting the space. Finally, one kneeling dancer remains. She stands to join the 

soloist and for the first time, they share the same joyful expression as they dance. By 

ones, twos, and threes, the ensemble re-enters the space to join in the jubilant dance. 

The dance does not make clear what has shifted for the soloist to enable the 

change in her emotional tone from sorrow to joy. Yet, the message of how this shift can 

occur is clear: the ensemble surrounds the soloist, the group recognizes the struggle of the 

individual in their midst, they create a space for her to express her emotions and move 

through them. Only then can the soloist truly join the group, able to match their 

movements and the emotional tone of the dance. This moment of the dance often garners 

a vocal response from the audience. They whoop, cheer, or clap along. As with Ballet 

Magnificat!’s Most Incredible Christmas, the evangelical audience recognizes the 

resolution of conflict as a kind of spiritual victory and understands that this development 

is meant to be vocally celebrated.  

The style of the movement, in transitioning from anguish to celebration, and the 

syntactical arrangement of individual and group, in addition to the framing of the work 

through the kneeling sections at the beginning, makes audiences expect to see something 

Christian occur. Beyond the visceral satisfaction of seeing the entire ensemble united in 

performance quality, this moment speaks to deeply felt notions of how Christian 

community works. American evangelicals understand this interaction through the 

theological concept of the “Body of Christ”: “Just as a body, although one, has many 

parts but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. For we were all baptized 

by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we 
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were all given the one Spirit to drink. Even so the body is not made up of one part but of 

many” (1 Cor. 12:12-14 [NIV]). Although American evangelicals emphasize the 

importance of the individual’s personal, private, and emotional relationship with God, 

this relationship happens in the context of, and is facilitated by, the group. A non-

evangelical audience would certainly be able to recognize conflict resolution, but this 

would not likely lead to spontaneous expressions of approval. 

The soloist separates from the group as they resolve into a triangular formation, 

the point of which is angled downstage left. The soloist faces them and they dance a call-

and-response, culminating in a series of tightly executed jumps. As the soloist comes 

down from a jump, the group launches into the air and vice versa. Suddenly, all lunge 

together, looking down. They are still, arrested in the midst of their joy. They look up and 

out toward the audience, then swoop and turn upstage. The lights begin to dim and the 

music fades. Together, soloist and ensemble form a deep “v” formation, with the point 

furthest upstage. They kneel and all repeat the gestures of ablution from the beginning of 

the dance. In unison, they reach suddenly with one arm toward the diagonal stage right. 

Their palms are lifted in a gesture of reverent praise. The lights fade. 

 The message of the dance echoes the essence of what company member, Tiffany 

Schrepferman, said in Chapter Five about the distinctiveness of Ad Deum as a Christian 

community: as dancing Christians, we will struggle, but we have a community of other 

dancing Christians around us to lift us up. Being a dancing Christian is a difficult 

profession, especially when training at a professional level without the benefits of 

financial compensation for those hours of effort. At various times, members of the 
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company struggle—with financial stress, with physical injury or illness, with emotional 

strain. In some ways, the circumstances of the company set up this struggle. As I 

mentioned in chapters Four and Five, Ad Deum embraces a narrative of sacrifice and 

then employs rigorous dance training practices without financial support. In some ways, 

framing dance as a sacrifice and dancers as servant artists produces the conditions for 

struggle, which company members then experience.  

For Ad Deum, a narrative of struggle not only shapes the kinds of dances they 

make. Rather, the members of Ad Deum report that dancing a narrative of struggle 

further actualizes the experience for them. Company members experience struggle as the 

very framework through which their community is enabled. Schrepferman asserts that 

being a member of Ad Deum has been “transformative” for her as a person because she 

believes she has gotten to experience an authentic sense of Christian community where 

everyone is interdependent, and the whole cannot function without the essential 

contributions from each member. Laura Lanphier notes that performing Joyful Noise has 

“ministered” to her. “I’ve been heavy, and God brings me joy [during the dance].”  

At first glance, a narrative and practice of struggle may appear as a negative 

experience. Although dancing Christians like the members of Ad Deum contextualize 

their project as a struggle for legitimacy as Christians and as professional dancers, 

narrative and practice coalesce in ways that transform the notion of struggle into a 

positive experience of striving toward a deeply valued end, that of practicing dance and 

faith as individual and communal expressions of devotion. As I mentioned in Chapter 

Four, Ad Deum company members report that as they dance together, they enact their 
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real feelings of hardship and pain, bringing their experiences of everyday life onto the 

stage. At the same time, as the dance resolves into reconciliation and celebration, they 

experience a deep sense of communal love and support, further solidifying their 

mutuality as a dancing community.  

Dishman + Co.’s Fold Rhapsody: A Journey of Faith 

I first saw Elizabeth Dishman’s evening-length work, Fold Rhapsody, during one 

of the final technical rehearsals at Triskelion Arts in Brooklyn, New York, in the winter 

of 2015. I also watched the full theatrical presentation via video sent to me by the 

choreographer. Fold Rhapsody consists of a succession of vignettes in which the 

performers negotiate together and singly with a series of props. Blankets, blocks, clothes, 

chairs, and movable panels become obstacles that impede and vehicles that propel the 

performers across space and time. In the following, I focus on three vignettes—the 

opening sequence in which the whole cast emerges from underneath a blanket, a duet 

between two female performers who share the same dress, and the closing tableau in 

which the cast grapples with a large plastic tarp, to explore the ways in which Dishman’s 

choreography intersects with her narratives and practices discussed in Chapters Four and 

Five. Dishman’s narrative of faith as a mysterious, sacred journey and her practice of 

employing dance as a means to grapple with the challenges of life are exemplified in this 

work. Other practices, such as the ethic of care she employs with her dancers and the 

practice of prayer as a means of cultivating choreographic material, are only apparent in 

dance-making and rehearsal process. 
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Although the title could suggest a sense of religious ecstasy, the Triskelion Arts 

Fall 2014/Winter 2015 program notes point towards the archaic understanding of a 

“rhapsody” as a kind of jumble of miscellany: “This dance-theater work packs and 

unpacks, straightens and crumples, creases and irons out a fused expression of inner and 

outer being through the vivid, dream-like, and absurd.” Fold Rhapsody begins with a 

brief musical overture in darkness. The music has a nostalgic, old-fashioned Hollywood 

sound with a group of female vocalists and an orchestral score. The lights gradually 

brighten on a striking tableau: a group of figures huddled together under a large, opaque 

blanket. The figures underneath the blanket are almost entirely obscured—only their bare 

feet and lower legs are visible as they slowly shuffle and rotate through the space. Their 

bare feet beneath the blanket look vulnerable; the shrouding of the rest of their bodies 

draws attention to their bare flesh, soft and tender in the dim light. The initial obscuring 

of the group shape cultivates a sense of mystery and intrigue. I wonder about the people 

under this blanket—what do they look like? Who are they? What kind of world do they 

have under there? One by one, the performers begin to execute more recognizable dance 

vocabulary. They gesture and reach with their feet, legs, and arms. Yet, these moments 

are brief and most of their bodies remain covered. The group rotates the circle underneath 

the blanket. They reset and begin at a different angle. With each repetition, the bodies of 

the dancers become more visible until finally whole bodies emerge, one at a time, and 

very briefly, so that the audience hardly has time to register a glimpse of each performer.  

As the blanket clump gradually makes its way downstage center, it approaches a 

metal folding chair which has been sitting on the stage since the beginning of the piece, 
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facing upstage as if part of the audience seating. The clump slowly engulfs the chair and 

when it moves again, a young man is now sitting in the chair, facing away from the 

audience. He remains seated as the blanket clump continues on its way. The clump 

gradually disgorges the other performers one by one and they exit the space in a matter-

of-fact, pedestrian manner. Eventually, only one performer is left wrestling with the full 

bulk of the blanket on her own. Suddenly, she drops the blanket, leaving it in a puddle 

upstage center and exits the space. The man remains seated, staring upstage at the now 

abandoned prop. The audience has yet to see his face. 

There is much that could be read into this short vignette, yet the idea that stands 

out is the sense of mystery Dishman cultivates through the covering of the dancers. The 

blanket is heavy and utilitarian. It is not a gauzy, flowing fabric that would add a sense of 

complimentary movement to the dancers’ movements. The dancers negotiate with this 

prop singly and as a group. Sometimes it seems to be an obstacle. At other times, the 

dancers appear to gain solace and comfort from the protection of the blanket. The dancers 

wear pedestrian clothing—pants and shirts in various shades of brown, black and grey, 

which give little indication of character or representation. In the world of this dance, we 

quickly learn that mystery will be a part of the framework, and challenges will be met not 

only as obstacles but also as avenues to further the dance. 

In describing her process for creating Fold Rhapsody, Dishman explains that she 

conceptualized this work around the negotiation of props. In terms of consistent themes, 

Dishman says, “I’m trying to grapple with life in my work. I’m trying to express and 

investigate truth and experience in ways that are authentic and in ways that cause the 
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audience to think and feel something in a different way.” She also observes that her work 

consistently addresses the notion of “asking whether a situation is a home or a cage, an 

embrace or a trap, an embrace or a strangle-hold.” Dishman makes an explicit connection 

to her faith and her choreography when she observes that her work in general, and Fold 

Rhapsody in particular, explores “how to live and flourish within constraints.” She notes 

that “growing up as a Christian my whole life, that’s why I’m interested in those subjects. 

It’s the path of discipleship. . . . It’s been my life of wrestling with my flesh and who I am 

in Christ. Those things that seem like dualities.” In this statement, Dishman expresses an 

idea from Christian theology and practice that has to do with reconciling the good and 

bad in human experience. In general, Christians believe that badness is a result of sin. All 

people have it and only the forgiveness of God in Christ can deal with it. But even  

forgiveness does not deal with sin permanently. People are fallible and continue making 

mistakes and/or causing deliberate harm to themselves and others throughout their lives.33 

The next vignette I refer to as the “shared garment duet.” To a sound score of 

simple jazz piano, one woman stands downstage center. She has put a knee-length tunic 

of stretchy white fabric over the pants and top of her costume. Another woman 

                                                      
33 For some Christians, this theological quandary is expressed in Romans 7:15-20 [NIV]: 

“I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 

And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. As it is, it is no longer I 

myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. For I know that good itself does not dwell in 

me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot 

carry it out.  For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I 

keep on doing. Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is 

sin living in me that does it.” 
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approaches her from the side and ducks underneath the front of her tunic, almost like a 

child hiding underneath her mother’s skirt. The second woman brings her head and arms 

up through the openings of the garment and suddenly the two women are sharing the 

same garment, both facing in the same direction so that the back of the woman in front is 

pressed into the front of the woman in back. The woman in the back acts as a base or 

foundation of support for the woman in front. While the woman in front seems to 

generate movement on her own impulse, the woman in the back responds and molds her 

body to the shapes of the other. Yet, at the same time, the woman in back seems to 

control the directional facings and pathways of their duet. She has the power to rotate and 

move the duet through the space. The woman in front reaches out, circling her arms and 

they jump together and fall to the floor, one cradled in the lap of the other. As I watch, I 

ask myself about the relationship between these two women. Are they mother and child? 

Mentor and student?  

Given my awareness of Dishman’s religious background, the duet also evokes an 

association with the Christian theological concept of the in-dwelling of the Holy Spirit. In 

this doctrine, each Christian receives a special visitation of the Holy Spirit, which 

remains with the believer constantly and can provide comfort, guidance, and affirmation 

of relationship with God. The tender, shepherding gestures of the woman in the back 

evoke in me a memory of Proverbs 16:9 [New American Standard Bible]: “The mind of 

man plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps.” Rather than appearing manipulated, 

the woman in the front has a sense of stillness and attentiveness in her expression. She 

receives direction and appears nurtured and guided. For me, the shared garment duet is a 
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physicalized, mobilized, novel illustration of a very complex and mysterious theological 

concept—that an infinite, divine spirit could somehow inhabit the body of a finite human 

being and in some way guide and influence that being’s life in real and intimate ways. 

This duet also reveals insights about this relationship that had not previously occurred to 

me, particularly the idea that the attempt to share this space could be filled with tension 

and at other moments with rest and ease. In this way, the shared garment duet powerfully 

illustrates the potential for dance to become a spiritual language, to reveal truths or 

stimulate reflections that sometimes feel inexpressible in words. But because Dishman is 

not explicit about her identity as a dancing Christian, these insights are likely lost on the 

audience at the Triskelion, a popular postmodern dance concert venue in a hip 

neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York.  
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Figure 5: The “shared garment duet” in Fold Rhapsody. Photograph by Stephen Delas 

Heras. 

Throughout the shared garment duet, the women are intimately connected by the 

fabric stretching tightly between them. Despite this intimacy, the dance does not read as 

sexual, perhaps due the fact that their bodies are both facing in the same direction, rather 

than towards each other. The elasticity of the fabric lends an additional buoyancy to the 

duet, which slowly revolves on its axis as the phrase is repeated and varied with reaching, 

lunging, curling, and jumping in different directional facings. The music trails to silence 

as the women continue walking, shifting, and traveling upstage. With a final jump and 

lift, they fall the ground and rest for a moment, the front woman cradled in the lap of the 

other. Then, in a movement strongly reminiscent of birth, the front woman slides out 
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from beneath the dress between the legs of the woman in back. They roll away from each 

other and one exits the space as the other transitions into the next vignette.  

In the final vignette, one woman dances upstage center in front of two black 

panels, which have been pushed together parallel to the back of the stage to suggest a 

wall. The panels are approximately seven feet tall and three and a half feet wide. As she 

dances, the panels gradually move downstage, pushing her closer to the audience. As she 

reaches the front of the stage, two dancers emerge from behind the panels and drape a 

large clear plastic tarp over her and the panels, effectively trapping her and obscuring her 

from view. She continues to dance against the panels and under the tarp. She sweeps her 

arms and legs against the tarp and it rustles and rattles in response to her movement. 

Suddenly the back of the tarp is drawn up towards the ceiling, lifted by hidden pulleys. 

The tarp now drapes the entire front of the stage from floor to ceiling. The panels move 

away and the woman’s dance becomes less confined. The outline of her body appears to 

glow in the blurred, diffuse light from the stage. Sometimes the wrinkles in the tarp 

magnify or distort her shape.  

 A lively orchestral score begins and the entire cast joins the stage. The first 

woman begins to run and jump, while the other dancers take turns catching her as she 

travels back and forth across the space. This is the most exuberant and unfettered 

movement in the whole work, yet now the audience experiences confinement in their 

ability to see the dance. We are encumbered by the plastic tarp, which although clear, still 

obscures our view. The lights glow against the tarp and the dancers’ bodies bask in the 

reflection. The dancing evolves into coordinated trios and duets. The movements are 
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playful and satisfying in their full-bodied exuberance. They lift each other and tumble to 

the floor. They clump together and quickly disperse. 

 The music slows and the lights soften. The interactions between the dancers 

become slower, more tender and gentle. The dimming light makes the outlines of their 

bodies even more difficult to see, blurred and softened. The dancers begin to enter and 

exit the space in duets and trios and the smaller number of people in the space contributes 

to the calming of the intensity of the previous moments. As the dance draws to its 

conclusion, all the dancers re-enter the space. They repeat the running, jumping, catching 

phrase, but now they all take turns. In one final, evocative gesture, one woman 

approaches the tarp, facing the audience. She reaches her hand to touch the tarp, palm 

out. Suddenly, another dancer picks her up and carries her offstage, her fingertips trailing 

the tarp, reaching to touch it for as long as she can. The lights fade and the music quietly 

resolves.  

 In one way, Fold Rhapsody can be read as just another postmodern dance. The 

setting for the performance, Triskelion Arts, is a regular venue for smaller postmodern 

companies and project-based works. The movement vocabulary (a blend of pedestrian 

and modern dance) and the use of props recalls other dances in the postmodern milieu. 

Yet, as I watch Dishman’s work, I cannot help but be aware of her stance as a Christian, 

and, thus, I am attentive to the possibility of Christian meanings within her work. In this, 

I am not suggesting that all dances constructed by Christians should always be read as 

Christian dance. However, I am suggesting that an awareness of the vocabularies and 
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symbolism of Christianity can enable particular readings of dances created by Christians 

that may not be available to general audiences.  

 This kind of choreographic analysis has precedence within contemporary 

American evangelical practice as well. Fletcher notes that “as evangelical culture 

typically flourishes outside of the regulatory structure of formal denominations, and thus 

beyond the purview of unifying (and border-defining) creeds, evangelicals are used to 

encountering and evaluating for themselves multiple, overlapping, and conflicting 

messages” (2013, 211). Although to the non-evangelical, evangelicalism may appear 

quite established and regulatory, there are a proliferation of non-denominational and 

independent churches that fall under the umbrella of evangelicalism. These churches have 

a quite a bit of flexibility to govern and structure their religious practices as they see fit, 

which requires the church-goer to practice rigorous discernment when attending a new 

church in terms of evaluating the beliefs and practices of the individual congregation.  

Karin Stevens Dance: Dormant-Exploding Syndrome-Ashcloud  

and the Journey to Healing 

For my choreographic analysis of Karin Stevens Dance, I look at Dormant-

Exploding Syndrome-Ashcloud, one of three works Stevens presented in a joint concert 

with local musicians and choreographers at Velocity Dance Center in Seattle, 

Washington in the fall of 2015. Stevens often collaborates with musicians, and, for this 

work, she collaborated with the Sam Boshnack Quintet, a modern jazz ensemble also 

based in Seattle. The original version of this work was constructed on a quintet of dancers 

and performed with live accompaniment by the Sam Boshnack Quintet in 2014. For the 
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re-imagined version in 2015, Stevens set the work on nine dancers who performed with a 

recorded score of the music. Due to the timing of my fieldwork, I saw excerpts of the 

second version in rehearsal. For my analysis, I draw on my field notes from those 

rehearsal observations as well as filmed footage of the final concert presentation provided 

to me by Stevens.  

Velocity Dance Center is a hub of postmodern and experimental dance in Seattle. 

Its performance space is a small black box theater with exposed brick walls and minimal 

theatrical lighting. In the filmed version of this work, the heads of the audience can be 

seen at the bottom of the frame, indicating the intimacy of the performance experience 

for dancers and audience alike. In her program notes for this piece, Stevens relates that 

she drew on her experiences with a dear friend’s battle with cancer as well as the 

complex layering of the musical score. “Layers of meaning, movement phrasing, and 

spatial patterns/design shift from the abstract to deeply human moments as I considered 

those significant eruptions in our lives, both environmental and physical” (“KSD and 

SBQ: Information About the Lead Artists and Their Work” 2015). Given the subject 

matter, one might think that Stevens’ work has the opportunity to explore religious ideas 

surrounding death. However, there is nothing in the framing of the work to suggest a 

religious message, even in the abstract. Instead, the title of the work and the program 

notes that accompany it suggest the image of a volcano as a metaphor for disease and its 

aftermath. 

The dance begins with a cast of nine dancers standing in a clump upstage left. The 

dancers are all women, although gender is not accentuated in costuming. They wear black 
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pants and blousy, black tunics with one vivid, green swath at the hip. Their hair is simply 

confined and their stage make-up is minimal. The music begins with a lively, percussive 

beat and the group pulses, shifts, and sways in unison. One dancer breaks away to begin 

an intricate solo. She rocks and tosses herself through the space, bounces in little jumps, 

and collapses to the ground. The group circles around, picks her up, and gathers her back 

into the group. Stevens’ work clearly has a complex relation to the music and to the 

sometimes human, sometimes abstract relationships among the dancers. Arms reach, 

weave, and gather. The group moves in a rippling wave, the timing of each individual 

slightly different from that of the rest. Their hands come together and dive down towards 

the floor. They lunge, jump, and press, traveling together in a flock. Suddenly, they are in 

unison again. They alternate between unison and flocking as the drums roll in continuous 

waves of percussive beats. The movement vocabulary is highly complex and varied. The 

dancers slice through the air with their arms, shift and flex their feet in quick, quirky 

footwork, switch and sway their hips. Many times, different parts of the dancers’ bodies 

exhibit contrasting qualities—they lunge deeply and drop the heels with a percussive 

stomp as their torsos sway and undulate in sustained, waving pulses. The sequences 

become quicker and more athletic as the music builds in intensity. The dancers lunge and 

jump, switching their feet in mid-air. They slice and punch through the space with the 

hard edges of their elbows and knees. Just as I begin to think the dance will never rest, 

the cacophony of music and movement goes silent and still. The dancers walk in a circle 

illuminated by a single overhead spotlight. They melt to the floor in unison, rolling and 

twisting from belly to back. They come to stillness with both arms extended to their 
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sides, chests pressed to the floor, chins resting so that heads are up, directing their gaze 

(and mine) to the center of the space.  

 

Figure 6: Dormant-Exploding Syndrome-Ashcloud. Photograph by Craig van den Bosch. 

The influence of Graham-based modern technique is apparent in the movement 

vocabulary Stevens uses. The dancers alternate between bound and free, often seeming to 

struggle, revealing the effort of their movement, wrestling with the juxtaposition between 

control and release. Bodies are tensed and twisted, limbs move in opposition to each 

other. From my vantage point as a researcher, I read Stevens’ work as emblematic of her 

struggle to manifest healing and wholeness in her own life. I interpret the juxtapositions 

between tension and release as part of the spiritualized movement practices she described 

in chapter five: the practices of surrender, removing physical/spiritual obstacles, and 

clearing a space for moving in wholeness. However, these readings are submerged within 
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the work. Stevens’ faith practices are not legible in her dances. Not all dancing Christians 

make Christian dances.  

 Just as quickly as the piece finds a moment of rest, it dissolves. The lights come 

back up and a frantic rolling sequence ensues. The momentum of the dancers’ rolling 

sometimes results in a twitching jump that lifts one of them above the fray. They roll into 

a pile, resting (again, only for a moment), stand and sway, then frantically roll again. 

Eventually, most of the dancers roll downstage and a quiet duet begins. The two dancers 

move more slowly, lunging and twisting, switching their wrists and hands. Their bodies 

create an abstract, sculptural configuration. More dancers roll to join this interaction and 

the piano tinkles lightly as they swoop and dive. The dance builds to another crescendo. 

A voice emerges in the midst of the music and it is difficult to tell from the recording if it 

is a woman or a man. The vocalizations add to the chaotic soundscape. They are not 

recognizable as words. Instead, they sound like a blend of singing and screams. The 

dancers punch the air, writhe, and toss their heads as if possessed. Abruptly, they all 

come to a sudden stop at the end of a guttural yell. Some are visibly panting and 

clutching themselves. Several collapse to the floor and the others walk to them, bending 

to help them stand. The atmosphere is calmer and more meditative, as if the dancers need 

a moment to recover from their outburst. They continue to walk, weaving circuitous 

pathways between and among each other. Hands come to necks, clutching as if struggling 

to give voice to something. Their fingertips open while the palms stay pressed together, a 

gesture that suggests grasping for something while simultaneously holding a space to 
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receive. They move into a dense clump in the center and arms extending upward, cupped 

hands continuing to reach above as the music slows to silence again. 

Hands come down and the dancers begin to walk again. This time they are 

walking slowly backwards through the space. They continue to lunge and weave, but 

there is a heaviness that suggests weariness in their movements. Some dancers exit the 

space and only five remain. They alternate between sculptural postures and quick and 

slow movement. They seem to be moving in isolation—the group interaction is breaking 

down. A deep blue light pervades the space with the occasional warm spotlight 

highlighting the movement of one dancer, then another. The group kneels to the floor, 

reaching and tilting in unison again. As the lights and music fade, the five dancers 

alternate between kneeling, twisting, and reaching, finally assuming a contracted stance 

with arms reaching into the darkness. 

Dormant-Exploding Syndrome-Ashcloud suggests no discernable narrative, nor 

does it need to. Stevens’ dancers often appear as abstracted moving objects in space, 

rather than as human characters. Instead, the work conceptualizes the contours of illness 

from discovery to manifestation to aftermath into movement. The dance does not offer a 

conclusion. Instead, the audience is invited to accompany the performers on this journey 

and to share in the visceral disorientation and anguish that serious illness can stimulate. 

Instead of exploring this topic as an opportunity to present a Christian message on disease 

and death, Karin Stevens presents this journey as something fundamentally human and 

essentially distressing, no matter one’s religious background.  
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Conclusion: Dancing Christian Communities 

Narratives and embodied actions of faith and dance contribute to the four 

paradigms of Christian concert dance explored in this chapter. Sometimes the 

connections between narratives, embodied actions, and choreography are overt and 

explicit, easily discernable to the average viewer. The choreographic products which 

result from these connections are more easily marked as “Christian dance.” In other 

instances, these associations are submerged. Although no less vital to the shape of the 

choreographic work, they may not be accessible to non-Christian audiences.  

For Ballet Magnificat!, narratives and dancing evangelism contribute to their 

construction of dance performance as church service. This configuration primes 

audiences’ bodies for an energetic encounter with dance performance that has resonances 

with embodied encounters from traditional Christian worship. Ballet Magnificat!’s 

performances create a point of entry for Christian audiences to understand concert dance 

through the lens of American evangelicalism, thus contributing to the fortification of their 

faith commitments. Although Ad Deum Dance Company is also an explicitly Christian 

dance company, the kinds of choreography they produce are noticeably different from 

Ballet Magnificat!. Part of this difference stems from the kinds of movement 

vocabularies they employ (modern and contemporary ballet as opposed to classical 

ballet), but I argue that their narratives and embodied actions of dancing as servant artist 

contribute meaningfully to the kinds of choreography they construct. Ad Deum dancers 

embrace a life of hardship and sacrifice in their pursuit of professional Christian dance. 

They simultaneously grieve the struggles of these experiences while recognizing them as 
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a significant contributing factor in their individual faith journeys and their experiences of 

Christian community. In the example of Joyful Noise, dancers enact a narrative and the 

embodied actions of Christian community in which the individual’s personal faith crisis 

is supported and resolved through interaction with the group.  

Since Dishman + Co. Choreography and Karin Stevens Dance are not explicitly 

Christian companies, choreographic analysis of their work for connections between faith 

and dance are more complicated. Elizabeth Dishman articulates narratives and embodied 

actions of faith as mystery and journey which indicate that clear meanings and neat 

endings are not an essential part of either her faith or dance practices. Instead, Dishman 

sees dance as a means to grapple with the complexities of faith as she travels through life. 

Fold Rhapsody, as a nonlinear series of vignettes that utilizes props as obstacles and 

vehicles, demonstrates this dynamic, although this reading may not be accessible to 

general audiences. While Stevens’ shifting religious identity may not be legible in her 

choreography, a sense of progression is readily apparent. Dormant-Exploding Syndrome-

Ashcloud explores the evolution of disease and intersects with Stevens’ narratives and 

embodied dance actions as a means to actualize wholeness and health in mind, body, and 

spirit.  

Despite popular assumptions to the contrary, dancing Christians employ complex 

and divergent approaches to making and performing dances. These approaches stem from 

deep connections to religious identities and artistic commitments as well as the everyday 

lived experiences of embodied dance and religious actions. These dances are also situated 

within highly varied performance contexts which cultivate distinctly different kinds of 
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audience engagement. An awareness and appreciation for the complex interactions 

between faith and dance can enable future audiences and participants richer and more 

fruitful readings of Christian dance. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION: DANCING CHRISTIANS INTO  

THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

Over the years, I have grown more comfortable with mystery in my faith and in 

my dance practice. I have grown more expansive in my religious beliefs and, I 

believe, in my dancing as well. I continue to find it difficult to separate the sacred 

and the secular in my personal and professional life, nor do I desire to. My faith 

and my dancing continue to inform my being in the world. I am driven by a sense 

of curiosity, a desire to explore and to be challenged, to be sharpened “as iron 

sharpens iron” (Proverbs 27:17 [NLT]). I find alternative viewpoints refreshing 

and stimulating, rather than threatening. I keep dancing, I keep believing, all the 

while expanding what it means to be a dancing Christian in the world. 

In the current literature, dancing Christians have been represented in ways that are 

limited and narrowly confined to amateur practices with a limited scope of influence and 

experience. In these highly varied examples, I have demonstrated that dancing Christians 

construct very different kinds of choreography as a result of narratives and embodied 

actions from across the theological and artistic spectrums. The dancing Christians in this 

study employ sophisticated performance and choreographic strategies to actualize 

individual and communal identities. These identities bring together their dancing and 

religious selves in ways that are mutually reinforcing. The resulting landscape is 
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something that magnifies dance and faith in their lives in ways that are deeply 

intertwined. Despite hardship, struggle, and sacrifice, these dancing Christians craft 

choreography that marries narratives and embodied actions of dance and faith.   

During my research for this dissertation, the Pew Research Center published the 

findings from its second U.S. Religious Landscape Study in an article entitled, 

“America’s Changing Religious Landscape: Christians Decline Sharply as Share of 

Population; Unaffiliated and Other Faiths Continue to Grow.” Although Christianity 

remains the dominant religion in the United States, this study found that: 

The Christian share of the U.S. population is declining, while the number of U.S. 

adults who do not identify with any organized religion is growing. . . . Moreover, 

these changes are taking place across the religious landscape, affecting all regions 

of the country and many demographic groups. While the drop in Christian 

affiliation is particularly pronounced among young adults, it is occurring among 

Americans of all ages. The same trends are seen among whites, blacks and 

Latinos; and among women as well as men. (Pew Research Center 2015, 3) 

This study, conducted seven years after the first U.S. Religious Landscape Study, 

indicates a seismic shift in American religious identity and practice. Mainline Protestant 

and Catholic denominations have seen the steepest declines in membership, while 

Protestant evangelicals have seen a slower decline. The study notes that the decline in 

American Christianity seems to be most directly correlated with the rise of the “nones,” 

those with no religious affiliation. Throughout the history of the United States, religious 

participation was seen as an essential part of community engagement. While Christianity 
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remains a vital religious force in the United States, for the first time in our history, many 

people are choosing not to participate. 

Even though Christianity, particularly evangelical and emerging Christianity, 

remains a dynamic and vital force in American public life, the Pew Research Center’s 

recent findings should be an indicator that the continued vitality of American 

evangelicalism requires an attention to the increasing plurality of American public life. 

Sociologist of American Religion Christian Smith argues that American evangelicals 

need to continue to pursue a form of “engaged orthodoxy” in which they advance towards 

(rather than retreat from) the multiple, competing belief systems that contribute to 

contemporary American society (1998, 10). If this is so, then the increasing vitality of 

dancing Christianity means that participants need growing membership, increased 

innovation, and multiple viewpoints to continue to thrive.  

Further, dancing Christians need modern pluralism, with its competing value 

systems, to stimulate healthy competition and invention. Rather than developing a 

codified vocabulary or unified aesthetic of Christian dance, dancing Christians need a 

wide variety of dance styles (Western and non-Western, high and low, systematized and 

improvisational) as well as a wide variety of theological positions and denominational 

diversity to stimulate further innovation and creative capital. Dancing Christians need 

scholarship that discovers and articulates the kinds of identity boundaries they construct 

for themselves, and they need rigorous engagement with the secular concert dance and 

academic communities. One could also argue that the future of dancing Christianity lies 

with contemporary innovators who are increasingly choosing to situate themselves in the 
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secular marketplace, rather than wall themselves off so effectively. The dancing 

Christians in this study demonstrate that this kind of diversity already exists, albeit on a 

small scale. The future vitality of dancing Christians depends on a continued rigorous 

engagement with the secular marketplace and future generations of dancing Christians 

who can further diversify and innovate current approaches.  

Despite the perception of significant cultural power, the Pew study demonstrates 

that American evangelicals are losing cultural purchase. In the context of this shifting 

landscape, companies like Ballet Magnificat! and Ad Deum help to shore up Christian 

communities by “preaching to the converted” and embodying a gospel message through 

dance. In choreographies like Most Incredible Christmas and Joyful Noise, they embody 

the central tenets of their faith and enact their distinctiveness as evangelicals within the 

American cultural milieu. Less overt Christian practitioners, like Dishman and Stevens, 

are more prepared to engage with secular contexts that include diverse groups of people 

and a plurality of belief systems. They practice private devotions and create works like 

Fold Rhapsody and Dormant-Exploding Syndrome-Ashcloud as a means to grapple with 

meaning making in ways that can include company members and audiences from other 

backgrounds.  

In an increasingly polarized political, religious, and cultural landscape, dancing 

Christians’ practices suggest new ways of approaching acknowledgement and 

understanding of difference. Evangelicals, Fletcher argues, acknowledge and even  
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embrace a tension between inclusivism and exclusivism, which can lead to more fruitful 

encounters with non-believers: 

Evangelicals openly affirm an exclusivist (which is not the same as a fanatical or 

militant) worldview, a narrow path to salvation, that they know will set them at 

odds with others. But they are compelled by their mission to make that worldview 

not only known but also (and without adulteration) open and inviting to all 

people. They must be as broadly inclusive as possible in proclaiming a straight-

and-narrow message. (2013, 5) 

Although they occupy different places along the evangelical spectrum, the dancing 

Christians in this study use narratives, embodied actions, and choreographies, in part, to 

negotiate with tensions between inclusion and exclusion in the worlds of Western concert 

dance and Christian religion.  

Epilogue: Body Stories as Embodied Data Analysis34 

Throughout this dissertation, I have woven my own personal reflections into each 

chapter as a means to engage critically with my biases and personal background. In this 

section, I relate the development of Body Stories to demonstrate my choreographic 

practice as a dancing Christian in relationship to this research. In the midst of my data 

collection and analysis, I had the opportunity to collaborate with a group of twelve pre-

professional dance students at the religious university where I teach. Our three-month 

                                                      
34 Although I have used Andrea Olsen’s (2004) Bodystories: A Guide to Experiential 

Anatomy in my university teaching practice, her text has no direct relationship to this 

choreographic work. 
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creative process culminated in a choreographed work presented as part of the 

department’s fall concert series. I wanted to use Body Stories as a means to tease out 

some of the nascent themes emerging in my doctoral research to see if any novel 

connections would emerge. Essentially, the choreographic project functioned as a kind of 

alternative data analysis and as a means of extending my own practice as a dancing 

Christian. Although as members of a university dance department, we were already 

members of a community of sorts, I wanted to see if unique narratives and embodied 

actions would emerge as we made a choreographic work together. Using a series of 

prompts, I asked my cast to contribute spiritual life stories—personal narratives that 

served as an impetus for movement generation. Their stories also became spoken 

narratives that served as a vital part of the performance soundscape. Although the project 

was collaborative in that my cast contributed text and movement vocabularies, as the 

choreographer, I shaped, edited, and revised their contributions into the final 

choreographed work. I realized that despite being members of shared religious and dance 

communities, the intentional construction of community can still feel fraught, especially 

when participants are asked to bring intensely personal parts of themselves, their 

religious lives, to performance.  

As a cast, we quickly fell into the familiar patterns of concert dance rehearsal. At 

the beginning of each rehearsal, we gathered in a circle on the studio floor. This is what 

Wong calls a “check-in” moment, when dancers come together to reconnect with each 

other and to the process for making a particular work (2010, 101). However, our check-in 

practice was distinct in that participants spontaneously transformed the “check-in” into an 
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opportunity to request prayer or as a way to creatively interpret their experiences through 

the lens of religious ideas. One person’s sharing of physical fatigue or a night of poor 

sleep due to bad dreams might became an opportunity to ask others to pray for relief or to 

characterize nightmares as an “attack from the enemy.”35 Like the dancing Christians in 

my dissertation research, the cast collapsed devotion and dance practices through a 

process of re-scripting. In this, they demonstrated a continual attention to the ways in 

which personal experiences can be filtered, framed, and/or interpreted through the lens of 

Christian belief. Common refrains include: interpreting negative experiences as attacks 

from the enemy or experiences that God allowed as ultimately for the good of the 

individual, a powerful emotional experience as evidence of the authenticity of religious 

experience, and a desire to make choices that reflect a sense of Christian exceptionalism 

distinct from general American culture. 

  Due to the collaborative nature of the choreographic process, the stories and 

interpretive frameworks of the cast had a significant influence on the trajectory of the 

final choreographic presentation. I intentionally avoided micromanaging or projecting a 

different understanding of their experiences from my analytical vantage point. Rather 

than dwell on a desire to change the re-scripting tendencies of my cast, dance and religion 

scholar Kimerer LaMothe counseled me to focus instead on the kinds of experiences of 

                                                      
35 Characterizing a nightmare as “an attack by the enemy” effectively externalizes 

negative experiences in ways that may afford Christians the ability to separate themselves 

and gain a sense of control over circumstances which may normally make them feel 

powerless. The language of conflict can galvanize the believer to persist in accomplishing 

the tasks s/he believes God has given her to do. 
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dance these practices enabled (personal communication to the author, November 15, 

2014). In particular, the practice of re-scripting negative events as coming from an 

outside source effectively externalizes these experiences. Thus, participants can separate 

themselves from negative situations. This also facilitates a kind of warrior mentality, in 

which the individual is motivated to attend to negative emotions or experiences and find 

creative ways to wage a kind of spiritual warfare against them. Smith argues that 

contemporary American Evangelicalism thrives in our modern pluralistic society 

precisely because it frames the constant competition from other belief systems as a form 

of battle (1998, 89-90). Consequently, this competition results in a flexible and creative 

faith that can adapt to new circumstances and interpret them through the lens of faith.  

 As part of my own preparation, before rehearsals I would respond to the prompt 

“I am making a dance about. . .” as a way to organize my thoughts and clarify my vision 

for the creative process. Over the course of the three months we worked the project, the 

following responses to this prompt seemed to crystalize my vision for the work and for 

the themes in my dissertation research:  

I am making a dance about negotiation. 

I am making a dance about the vividly personal and experiential. 

I am making a dance about identity. 

I am making a dance about stories and the ways in which narratives become real 

and have real effects in our lives. 

I am making a dance about the relationship between body and soul. 

I am making a dance between/around/among structures and agency. 



 

 189 

Since Body Stories was collaboratively constructed, its aesthetic sensibilities reflect the 

amalgamation of multiple perspectives. Although the choreography was constructed in an 

explicitly Christian university setting and was inspired by the performers’ religious 

beliefs, nothing marks these Body Stories as inherently Christian for me (although 

perhaps this speaks to my personal aesthetic preference for abstract, postmodern dance). 

Instead, Body Stories attempts to get at something fundamental about the human 

condition. As we moved from the building to the refining stage of the choreographic 

process, our aesthetic preferences coalesced into a shared vocabulary of reaching and 

resisting relationships, a juxtaposition of connection and dislocation. The dancers search 

for connections with and past each other toward something that seems ungraspable. They 

hover in suspension, then collapse and dissolve into the floor. They melt into an embrace 

and struggle against a confining grasp. They speak their stories aloud, snatches of 

sentences or a back and forth exchange. Sometimes, they speak with boldness, other 

times the words seem to struggle to make it past their throats.  
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Figure 7: Student dancers in Body Stories. Photograph by Eric Lott. 

The ambient sound score serves to highlight, rather than dissipate, moments of tension, 

forcing the dancers to attend to each other in the space, rather than rely on rhythmic 

structure to find a sense of shared timing. They are telling each other their stories. The 

space seems infused with more than the presence of the physical bodies of the 

performers. They dance with and through their faith in something beyond the realm of 

human spirit, towards something that, paradoxically, is only accessible through the 

limiting confines of physical bodies in space and time.   

Writing a Dancing Christian Narrative/Body/Choreography 

In some ways, the above descriptions of Body Stories echo my relationship to my 

dissertation research, which made the construction and rehearsal process doubly resonant 

for me. Dancing Christians are diverse and dynamic in the interpretation of their faith and 
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its application to their lives as professional dancers. By exploring my participants’ 

narrative practices, I have shown that dancing Christians utilize testimony as a means to 

synthesize their lives as professional dancers and practicing Christians. Although the 

dancing Christians in this study employ these practices differently, they use re-scripting 

in particular as a means to reimagine past experiences, especially negative ones, as a 

positive part of God’s plan for their lives or to reinvent themselves in relationship to their 

work as professional dancers in religious terms. Although many participants commented 

that interacting with me caused them to think in new and different ways about their lives 

as dancing Christians, my work with Karin Stevens felt the most charged. Stevens’s faith 

journey continued to evolve so significantly throughout the course of my study that at one 

point she questioned whether or not she even wanted to identify as Christian. Leavy notes 

that “the narrative method is a collaborative method [between researchers and 

participants] of telling stories, reflecting on stories, and (re)writing stories” (2008, 27). 

When collaborating with participants, the researcher necessarily alters the landscape in 

subtle, or not-so-subtle, ways. During my fieldwork, I focused less on making my 

presence unobtrusive and more on the ways in which my interactions with dancing 

Christians necessarily shifted our understandings of each other. I attended to moments 

when my participants expressed a sense of shifting, newness, unexpectedness, and I paid 

attention to my own experiences of these feelings as well in order to continue to disrupt 

preconceived notions around the intersections of dance and Christianity. In some ways, 

this process also reflects the social landscape of religious practice in which communal 

interactions influence one’s understanding or experience of a religious belief or practice. 
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We are making the field of dancing Christianity together as we collaboratively construct 

dance practices and attach religious meanings to those practices.  

Where dancing Christians conceptualize evangelism as their central task, 

professionalism becomes secondary to evangelistic outreach. In instances where 

evangelism is viewed as a complimentary, or even incidental pursuit, practices of dance 

come to the foreground. The relationship between dance and evangelism has real effects 

on the kinds of choreographic products dancing Christians make. In my examination of 

the role of the body in dancing Christian practices, I argued that traditional devotional 

activities, such as prayer, Bible study, and singing, are embodied actions that dancing 

Christians use as a means to prime the body to experience Western concert dance as a 

private or public religious activity. Some dancing Christians communicate contradictory 

messages around the body, as in the case of Ballet Magnificat! which situates the body as 

an object, an instrument or vehicle, to be used in Christian service while simultaneously 

affirming the notion of body/mind wholeness as the ultimate end of Christian practice. 

Others, such as Elizabeth Dishman, frame the body as a starting point for audiences and 

dancers to share in a common exploration or to experience a common resonance with the 

human experience. For Dishman, dancing bodies are able to enact religious ideas, rather 

than merely represent them. Dance as a spiritual sacrifice of worship, while effective at 

galvanizing the efforts of those involved, is a difficult, if not impossible, model for 

Christian professional dance. There is a high turnover rate among the members of Ad 

Deum Dance Company which can be attributed in part to the difficulty of practicing this 

self-sacrificial model of professional dance.  
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Rather than demonstrating a unified aesthetic sensibility, dancing Christians’ 

choreographic constructions are diverse. While some of this diversity can be attributed to 

regional aesthetic and religious variations, dancing Christians’ narratives and embodied 

actions contribute significantly to the kinds of choreographic products they create. 

Reimagining Protestant Christian religious actions, such as the invitation, altar call, and 

offering, Ballet Magnificat!’s performances achieve a conceptual blending of church 

service and dance performance. Thus, the dance performance functions as a kind of 

church service for audiences and dancers alike. Most Incredible Christmas amplifies this 

effect in that it communicates the notion that dance is an acceptable activity for American 

Christians, while at the same time communicating the idea that the gospel message is the 

“most incredible” Christmas message. In Joyful Noise, Ad Deum Dance Company 

constructs a dance that actualizes their narrative and embodied actions of dance as 

sacrifice. As unpaid volunteers who are training and performing at a professional level, 

Ad Deum dancers embrace their pursuit of professional dance with missionary zeal. The 

rigors of this lifestyle lead Ad Deum dancers to rely upon each other as a community of 

spiritual and emotional as well as practical support. Dancers are able to further enact this 

supportive community through the performance of works such as Joyful Noise. 

While connected to their narratives and embodied actions, Dishman’s Fold 

Rhapsody and Stevens’ Dormant-Exploding Syndrome-Ashcloud, explicitly Christian 

markers are difficult for the outside observer to discern. Fold Rhapsody choreographs 

Dishman’s personal narrative of Christianity as exploration, mystery, and struggle. 

Although performers and viewers may be unaware of her religious identity, Dishman 
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employs the choreographic process as a means to explore her faith and grapple with life’s 

challenges. In a similar fashion, Stevens uses her choreographic process as a means to 

contend with physical, emotional, and spiritual incongruities. In Dormant-Exploding 

Syndrome-Ashcloud Stevens explores disease and its aftermath as part of an overarching 

interest in the manifestation of healing (physical, emotional, and spiritual) in her own life 

and in the lives of those around her.  

Like my study participants, the students who participated in my Body Stories 

project come from diverse religious backgrounds and have participated, with differing 

levels of engagement, in the kinds of narratives, embodied actions, and choreographies 

explored here. Some students are more attracted to the models developed by Ballet 

Magnificat! and Ad Deum. They seem to feel most comfortable in explicitly religious 

contexts with clear boundary markers for identification with Christianity. Others are 

fascinated by styles like Dishman’s and Stevens’. Although perhaps intimidated by the 

ambiguities of such approaches, they are inspired by interaction with artists from diverse 

contexts. Yet, this younger generation has the opportunity to extend the parameters for 

dancing Christian well beyond the models explored here. These young dancing Christians 

are coming of age in the midst of a dramatically shifting religious landscape. The 

continued proliferation of dancing Christians means that even more innovative models at 

the intersection between professional dance and religion are still on the horizon. 

Although I no longer personally align with American evangelicalism, as a practitioner-

scholar, I collaborate with my participants to make a space for dancing Christianity in the 

Church and on the concert stage. 
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The religious enterprise, to paraphrase journalist Krista Tippett, is, at its best, 

about what binds us together. It is as much an analysis of the human condition as it is a 

conversation about God. For the dancing Christians in this study, dance reflects and 

enacts their religious ideas, commitments, and affiliations. At the same time, faith 

vitalizes their experiences of dance. They use narratives, embodied actions, and 

choreography to negotiate between inclusion and exclusion in the worlds of Western 

concert dance and American Christianity. In our increasingly divided religious and 

cultural landscape, the ability to navigate these tensions and create spaces for opposing 

viewpoints suggest new models for pluralism in American society.  
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