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Dance as Prayer 
By Susan Gatz, SCN 

 
Dance was always a part of my life growing up. I am from 
German heritage so polkas, along with the chicken dance, 
conga lines, the hokey pokey were a big part of our family 
celebrations. Our joy and enjoyment was expressed with our 
whole being – mind, heart and body. I loved it! 
 

But, I never thought of dance as prayer until the novitiate. Our novice director, 
Sister Mary Pauletta, SCN, had a Sister friend from another community who 
visited her when I was a first year novice. This was in the post Vatican II days 
when lots of new ideas were emerging. The Sister friend introduced us to 
liturgical dance. She choreographed several dances to psalm songs and many of 
us participated.  Though her name is long lost in my memory, I will never forget 
the gift she gave me by introducing body as well as mind and heart to my way of 
praying. I loved it! 
 
Over the years I continued to do liturgical dance. Song expresses an emotion or 
idea about our relationship with the Divine, with others or all of creation. Taking 
that invisible sound of praise, thanksgiving or pleading and making it visible 
through dance feels so whole and human. Mind, heart and body.  
 
The way much of our Catholic Church celebrates liturgy here in the U.S. is rather 
cerebral. Makes me wonder how seriously we take the incarnation! We do raise 
our hands in blessing and now and then we clap to a song. But by and large we 
stand or kneel quietly to pray and sing. Movement is not part of how we express 
what is going on in our inner spirit. 
 
I am always delighted to be in Black churches where the choir sways and claps to 
the music they are singing and young people are in a dance “choir.”   
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Watching our sisters in India begin 
a liturgy with a lovely dance is very 
touching, reaches to a part of me 
that rejoices that we are honoring 
God with our whole selves. 
 
 

At our Sister Olive Pinto’s golden jubilee celebration in Botswana, I remember 
being part of the entrance 
procession and falling in step with 
the dance that everyone was doing 
as we made our way to the altar. It 
added not only to the joyfulness 
but also a sense of unity as we 
moved together. And, they danced 
up the Gospel book, and the 
offertory gifts, too!  
 
Movement creates an energy in us that awakens our hearts and minds a little 
more to the Mystery that we are celebrating. Think of the change in the gathered 
community when we turn to each other and offer the sign of peace. We come 
alive in a special way. Our bowing to each other, or waving or touching hands 
(remember how we did that pre-COVID?) or Namaste is a bodily, visual reminder 
that we are one in Christ, preparing us to be united in Communion.  
 
Not all of us have the mobility to dance. My wondering, however, is if we used 
movement a little more in our celebrations, what life and energy that might bring 
as we express our inner prayer in an embodied way! Mind, heart and body.  
 
I echo this prayer by Carla De Sola, a leader in the field of Sacred Dance:  
 
I pray that everyone, sitting cramped inside a pew… will be given space in which to 
breathe and move, will be wooed to worship with beauty and stillness, song and 
dance (read “movement”!) – dance charged with life, dance that lifts up both body 
and spirit, and we will be a holy, dancing, loving, praying and praising people. 
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And, this poem by Hafiz, the 14th century Persian Muslim poet, captures a lovely 
aspect of dance as prayer:  
 
I sometimes forget that I was created for Joy. 
My mind is too busy. 
My Heart is too heavy for me to remember that I have been  
called to dance, the Sacred dance of life. 
I was created to smile, to Love 
to be lifted up, and lift others up. 
O Sacred One,  
Untangle my feet from all that ensnares.  
Free my soul. 
That we might Dance 
and that our dancing might be contagious. 
 
For Reflection: 
 
1. How is my life a sacred dance? 

 
2. Have I forgotten that I was created for joy? Is my heart too heavy? My mind 

too busy? How can I reconnect with my inner sacred dance? 
 
3. Do I have the space to breathe and move, to be lifted up and lift others up? 

What do I need to untangle to free my interior life? 
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Susan Gatz, SCN, has been dancing as 

prayer for over 50 years!  She began her 

ministry as a high school teacher and, 

after getting her Master’s degree, served 

in parish ministry. She served in 

leadership in the Sisters of Charity of 

Nazareth for a number of years. 

Currently, she chairs the SCN Ecological 

Sustainability Committee and the 

Visioning for Nazareth Committee. 

Additionally, she is on several boards and 

a team that provides bible study at the 

Kentucky Correctional Institute for 

Women in Louisville.  

  

 


