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The Courage to Connect: Lessons Learned from Contra Dancing 
By Lynn Ungar 
  
Let me start with a very reasonable question you probably have: 

what the heck kind of sermon topic is dancing—let alone some kind 

of dancing that most people have never heard of? We are trying to 

figure out how to live in a world in crisis, how to move forward in 

the face of a devastating pandemic and the overwhelming 

knowledge of ecological devastation and systemic oppression and a 

culture that seems to be rapidly sliding into rampant cruelty. Why 

bother to show up on a Sunday morning to talk about dancing? It’s a 

good question. I’d like to start answering it with a poem I wrote that, 

well, actually isn’t about dancing. The poem is called “The Last Good 

Days.” 

The Last Good Days 

 

What will you do  

with the last good days? 

Before the seas rise and the skies close in, 

before the terrible bill  

for all our thoughtless wanting 

finally comes due? 

 

What will you do  

with the last fresh morning, 

filled with the watermelon scent 
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of cut grass and the insistent 

bird calling sweet  sweet 

across the shining day? 

 

Crops are dying, economies failing, 

men crazy with the lust for power and fame 

are shooting up movie theaters and 

engineering the profits of banks. 

It is entirely possible 

it only gets worse from here. 

 

How can you leave your heart 

open to such a vast, pervasive sadness? 

How can you close your eyes 

to the riot of joy and beauty  

that remains? 

 

The solutions, if there are any 

to be had, are complex, detailed, 

demanding. The answers  

are immediate and small. 

 

Wake up. Give thanks. Sing. 

 

The thing is, I could just as well have written Wake up. Give thanks. 

Dance. The more fractured the society we live in, the more stressful 

our lives, the more panic and despair that creeps in, the more we 
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need practices that ground us not only in our own spirits, but also in 

community, in our connections. 

 

And for me, contra dance has been that practice, and that teacher. So 

what is contra dance? Well, it’s an American folk dance form that’s 

done in lines. You dance with a partner, and with a neighbor couple, 

through a pattern that is led by a caller. At the end of the pattern the 

couples progress up or down the line to dance the same pattern with 

a new neighbor couple. My go-to brief description is that it’s kind of 

like square dancing, but instead of squares there are lines, and 

instead of women in crinolines there are guys in skirts. It’s energetic 

and not particularly difficult and my spiritual practice of choice. 

 

I’ll tell you a secret about contra. Contra dancers and UUs are 

basically the same people.  If you’ve been somewhere with a large 

concentration of UUs, like our annual general assembly, you know 

that you can be walking down the street or in the airport or on the 

train and pick out the people who are us. And not just by the chalice 

jewelry. The men with short beards. The women in batik and 

comfortable shoes. 

 

But it goes beyond that. There’s an openness in the faces of UUs—a 

willingness to meet people as they are. There’s a strong tendency 
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toward liberal politics. There’s a particular vibe that comes from a 

whole lot of education merged with a hippie fringe. For better or for 

worse, and certainly without describing all of us, it’s kind of who we 

are. It’s also pretty much who contra dancers are. 

 

But there’s another shared piece that’s more important. Our 

congregations and contra dances are both rooted in an affirmation 

both of the dignity of each person and in the crucial importance of 

coming together in community. In UU circles that comes out in what 

we say, and how we speak with one another. We articulate it in our 

principles and in our mission statements. But in contra dancing it is 

embodied, enacted. We don’t talk about it—we just do it. 

 

Good dancing starts with some basic principles—starting with the 

fact that you hold up your own weight. There are dance roles called 

“lead” and “follow” or “lady” and “gent” or, if you want to be clear 

that the roles really aren’t related to gender or authority, “lark” and 

“robin.” (Demonstrate ballroom hold). You work together as a pair, 

but you don’t rely on your partner to hold you up. You dance from 

your own center of gravity, from your own core. Whatever you do, 

you are responsible for moving from your own core, your own 

center. Just as in your church life, your home life, your work life, 
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your social life, UUism insists that each of us must operate from our 

own core, our own conscience. 

 

The other side, however, of that responsibility for holding up your 

own weight and working from your own core is something called 

“giving weight.” If you’re comfortable doing so, and you’re near 

someone, you could try this: put up your hand with you elbow bent, 

but your wrist straight, then put your palm against the palm of a 

person near you. Now both of you apply just a bit of pressure. 

Enough for a connection, not enough to shove someone over. Try to 

meet the other person at the amount of pressure that is comfortable 

for them. Too little, and it feels floppy and like there is not real 

engagement. Too much, and it’s uncomfortable and feels like you’re 

being shoved around. Another phrase for what contra dancers call 

giving weight could be called “creative tension.” The dance depends 

on our engagement with each other. Engagement is neither 

robotically following along nor shoving someone in the direction 

that you want them to go. It is subtle, an ever-shifting adjustment 

that depends, more than anything, on really paying attention to the 

particular person you are with at the same time that you hold on to 

your own center. 
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When we can do that, then we have something that genuinely feels 

like dancing. We can enter a flow of movement, connecting our own 

momentum with that of another person, in a way that propels us 

both forward into something that we couldn’t create on our own. 

That’s how it works in community. You hold up your own weight, 

but you meet the others you are with eye to eye, in creative tension. 

You push them and are moved by them in the same motion. And in 

that tension things become possible that are not possible alone.  

 

Let me note that when I say you meet eye to eye, I do mean just that. 

One of the cultural norms of contra dance is a great deal of eye 

contact. It is, in our society, profoundly counter-cultural. Mostly we 

go through the city trying to slide by unnoticed, to give people their 

space, to mind our own business.  Since the social distancing of the 

pandemic this seems even more true. We might even stare at our 

phones as we walk, not even making eye contact with our 

surroundings in general, removed as possible from those we are 

actually, physically, with. We are endlessly connected in our self-

selected circles through social media, but more and more 

disconnected from the people around us. 

 

Contra dance offers a different way of relating. It says that meeting 

eye to eye does not mean that you agree, or that you are similar or 
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even that you know someone. It means that you are present, here in 

this thing together. Depending on who you are dancing with, the 

quality of the eye contact might be flirty or amused or tender or 

simply welcoming. But everyone, whether you know them, whether 

you even like them, deserves the gift of your full acknowledgement, 

your full presence. 

 

Which brings us around to another contra dance phrase of more 

recent origin. There are shirts out there which say “Dance with 

Who’s Coming Atcha.” The shirt was designed to remind people that 

they shouldn’t assume dance role based on their perception of 

gender. The person coming across to you in a ladies’ chain could 

quite easily be male. In a dance that has traditionally made 

assumptions about who fills what roles, “dance with who’s coming 

atcha” is a reminder to set your preconceptions aside and instead 

assume that whoever you are dancing with knows what they are 

doing, or at least doesn’t require that you tell them that they are 

doing it wrong.  

 

But “dance with who’s coming atcha” as a philosophy goes well 

beyond letting go of old assumptions about gender and gender roles. 

It is a profound way of being in the world. In contra dance you 

literally open your arms to a series of people, based simply on the 
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fact that they are there. If they are in your line of dance, you dance 

with them. Whether or not you know them. Whether or not you like 

them. Whether or not they are sweaty or smell bad. Whether or not 

you approve of their politics. Whether or not they are clumsy and 

their timing is bad. Whether or not they are sleeping with your ex. 

Whatever. Every single last person moves into the circle of your 

arms and the connection of your eyes.  

 

That’s religion. That is what Jesus was talking about when he said to 

love your neighbor. Not to approve of them or condone all of their 

behavior or be filled with warm fuzziness because they are near. But 

to see them, to meet them, to hold them. 

 

Unlike ballroom dancing, contra is not something that you just do 

with one other person, refining and perfecting that relationship over 

time. You invite a partner for a contra dance, and then for the next 

dance you invite someone else. But more than that, the dance itself 

is a constantly shifting pattern that involves not just your partner 

and the neighbor couple you are doing this particular time through 

the pattern with. In a moment you will progress, doing the dance 

over and over with different people. You are dancing with the whole 

line. Really, you are dancing with the whole room. 
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And even beyond that, and most crucially, you are dancing with the 

music. There is a caller who prompts the pattern of the dance, but in 

every moment you are led primarily by the music. The phrasing of 

the music determines what happens when. The energy of the 

music—driving or slinky or graceful or playful—determines the 

style you bring to your dancing. The music is the impulse behind 

everything, the connection that holds everyone in the room, the 

magic that takes everything to another level. Whatever else you may 

be doing, if you are not listening to the music, if you are not feeling 

the music, then you have missed the point.  

 

If you were talking about church rather than dancing then you 

might, instead of talking about music, be using words like spirit, or 

Holy, or God. 

 

There are a couple more things it would be good to know about 

contra dancing. One of them is that unlike, say, ballet, perfection 

isn’t really a goal. Contra dancers expect there to be messing up. 

Newcomers get confused and are gently guided where they need to 

go. But experienced dancers not only make mistakes, they 

deliberately add complications that make it more likely that they will 

make mistakes. People swap roles back and forth with their partner, 

or add in flourishes, or swing the person behind them in the other 
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line when they’re supposed to just be standing there. Everyone just 

assumes that you’re going to dance at a level where mistakes are 

likely, and accepts that putting things back together after they’ve 

gone awry is part of the fun. That’s how you know a really 

accomplished dancer—they’re the one who helps you get back on 

track, sometimes without your even knowing that they’ve done so.  

 

That’s how it is in loving communities. We acknowledge that no one 

is perfect and that everyone makes mistakes. We even encourage 

people to live at their growing edge where mistakes are more likely. 

Our third UU principle calls this “acceptance of one another and 

encouragement to spiritual growth.”  

 

Here’s one last thing you need to know about contra. It isn’t a 

spectator sport. Unlike most other forms of dance, including folk 

forms like Scottish or Irish dance, there is no performance version of 

contra. It’s something you do not something you watch. Frankly, 

watching it wouldn’t be particularly interesting. Watching it isn’t the 

point. The point of the dance is the dancing. 

 

Just like the point of church isn’t really to show up and hear a 

sermon. If you want the joys of community you have to get in the 

dance.  If you’re just watching, you’re not actually experiencing 
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church, not actually experiencing community. It’s only when you 

open your heart and your arms in vulnerability and compassion that 

community actually happens. 

 

This is how it is in dancing. This is how it is in community, in church, 

in life. 

 

Hold up your own weight, move from your own core.  

 

Connect with those around you in creative tension, sensitive to the 

shifting pull between you. Have enough strength in yourself that 

someone else can move you. 

 

Meet every person eye to eye, offering your genuine presence and 

recognition. 

 

Dance with who’s coming atcha, remembering that every person has 

a place in the circle of love. 

 

Attend—with all your heart and all your soul and all your strength—

to the music, the spirit undergirding it all.   

 

Cherish your mistakes, and encourage one another to risk and grow. 
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Get in the dance. 

 

 

 

 


