Movement in Liturgy

How movement ministry can extend and build on the visual communication that already exists in the Liturgy.

The word “liturgy” is literally translated “work of the people”.   Liturgy is a living, dynamically involved expression of the present spiritual will and awareness of the congregated worshippers.  It has components that are meant to be experienced and then evoke response. In Christian churches, we have become accustomed to how music can interact with and expand liturgy, but are not as often exposed to the physical element of movement expression for the same purpose.  

Think of liturgy as the loom…it provides the structure and support, and the aligning guidance of the warp and woof threads upon which is woven the fabric of our worship.  We provide the different yarns and colors through the expressions of our worship in music, physical movement and words we speak.  

Think of the Holy Spirit as the Master Weaver, who takes all our various colors and coordinates them into a rich tapestry of singular beauty for that moment in time. Through the mediums of dance, drama, and pageantry, we have the opportunity to greatly enrich the tapestry of our worship on the liturgical “loom”.  As we look at the opportunities to add movement to the various parts of the liturgy, you will see that there is already movement built in to some of the liturgical parts.  We can build on those rubrics with expanded visual messages if we are tuned into them.

Of course, none of this can happen in order without coordination with the celebrant and music leader. The movement ministry must always serve the vision of those in charge of the worship vision—the bishop or the priest celebrant.  Remember, we are weaving one tapestry, not several individual ones that we are somehow trying to patch together.

Liturgical services begin with a Processional.  It is the perfect opportunity for movement, as “to process” means to go forward, and its very meaning implies movement.  An army appears formidable when it is advancing, and that advancing army is what is portrayed in the processional. It is an opportunity to lift the banners of the Lord, and to make proclamations of God’s sovereignty and of the Kingdom.  We can add dance and flag choreographies, or other worship implements as befits the solemnity of the procession as well.  All these speak a visual message of the Church taking territory that is already won for us by the sacrifice of our King.

Kyrie is the time of self-presentation and supplication. Built into the liturgy is this opportunity to cry out to the Lord for His mercy.  This cry can be interpreted physically from the pews by reaching to the Lord with gestures that represent the receiving of virtue.  There are many different musical interpretations of Kyrie, and interpreting those through movement can provide a meaningful experience as well.  It is best to use group interpretations for the Kyrie since it is the corporate cry of the liturgy.  Choreographies should reflect that and not be presentational, but be an extension of the corporate cry.  Remember that in the Kyrie, we are not speaking to one another, but to the Lord.

Gloria is a time to celebrate!  It is appropriate to respond with joy in dancing, flagging, and other exuberant expressions of praise.  In many churches, the beginning part of the Gloria is used to cense the altar and nave areas, so depending on your space and leadership’s preferences, it may be appropriate to wait until the censor has returned to the altar area before filling the space with movement expressions.  Giving the Gloria a rousing finish with joyful movement can help people’s spirits rise in expectation of the banquet that is being set for us that morning by the Lord.

The Gradual Hymn can be another opportunity for visual enhancement.  In our liturgy and in those of many congregations, the Gospel book is processed to the middle of the congregation.  It is a dramatic act built into the liturgy that tells us that Christ is about to speak from the midst of his people.   Depending on the hymn sung, we have at different time processed two scrolls (to represent the two covenants), used white angel wing flags, or carried crowns or swords (both symbols of the Word).  The lifting of those items can help bring an expanded emphasis to this profound part of the liturgy.

The Table.  With sensitivity to the solemnity of this portion of the liturgy, it is possible to bring visual messages that will support these holy moments.   Much depends on the physical set up of the altar and whether there is room around it for anything to happen.   It would not be appropriate to be presenting anything outside the altar area, as anything that happens should bring focus to the mystery of the consecration of the Host.  What could possibly happen here and when?  A worshipful group dance during the Sanctus or Agnus Dei, the assembling of holy banners behind the celebrant, or the graceful billowing of a fabric canopy behind or over the altar that suggests the visitation happening might be some expressions that could be appropriate and meaningful. [Again, it’s SO important to be in sync with “the” worship leader, the one who is responsible for the liturgy in your own parish, be that deacon, priest, or bishop. Anything that distracts from those “holy moments” at and surrounding the consecration is simply out of place.

Communion is often a time when there is extended singing and worship. It is the time for adoration and reflection on the great sacrifice that has just been enacted and consumed.  If space permits, worship during this time can be expressed with movement that elevates the response to  the completed sacrifice, and can help the worshippers ascend to higher places than music alone might carry them. 

Of course, specially prepared pieces can be done during offertory or pre-sermon times, but there is generally a time for a series of songs for a praise and/or worship time placed somewhere in the liturgy.  Movement teams have an opportunity here to help in the flow of those times, building the visual message along with [that expresses or enhances] the musical one. A movement/dance team that has long worshipped and prepared together can often draw from their vocabulary and enter into these times spontaneously.  Or they may have the opportunity to prepare something in response to a song list received in advance of the service.  Either way, participation of a movement component to the worship time helps expand and enrich the worship expression of the church as those ministering add their particular yarn to the emerging tapestry.

Two other times that are often overlooked when seeking to blend the movement arts into the liturgical framework are the Prelude and the Recessional.   The Prelude can often be danced or interpreted in a way that helps focus the congregants on the coming Eucharistic service, and can help establish the mood and direction of the morning.  The Recessional is generally more formal, with the clergy and acolytes recessing according to a set pattern.  However, pageantry elements can be added to this recession. The message of the recessional is to remind people that the life they have partaken of at the altar is now to go out to the world embodied in them.  This picture can be built up with the addition of banners, flags, and dancers carrying items used in the times of expression that came before. After the Recessional, as those who have recessed leave the nave, pageantry elements can re-enter the aisles and again add to the expression of the recessional song with banners, flags, or other worship implements/extensions.

Liturgy is already; by its nature, a kinetic expression.  Prescribed actions and movements along with prescribed words advance that expression.  It is a natural and logical step to add to that format with movement expression through dance, flags & banners and drama.  Those of us who minister in this way, however, must remember that we always ride upon the music, and are in submission to the clergy in authority of the service that the tapestry might be a quality weaving of great beauty that is pleasing to the Lord.  There is order in beauty, and we must discern the order and fit ourselves into it to achieve the full blessing of our calling.
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