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“The image of a leaping, frisking Christ, his spirit youthful, his steps nimble and ebullient like a colt’s, might strike modern Christians (who know the proper Jesus to be a somber dance-hating moralist or a meek-eyed pastor draped in the heavy blankets worn only by biblical characters in Sunday School pamphlets) as distinctly ludicrous or even sacrilegious.  Early Christians seems to have responded as much to the playfulness as to the piety of the Redeemer, who was free to leap into time and out again with all the passionate vitality of a Dionysian dancer.”- James Miller, Measures of Wisdom, 134
Introduction


Scholars in religious studies have commonly overlooked ritual as an important category in religious studies.  In much the same way scholars have also overlooked dance as an important form of ritual.  Many scholars have attributed this lack of interest in dance as being connected with a lack of interest in the body.  Mauss comments that, the body, also extremely important to understanding religious experience, is still almost exclusively discussed under the heading ‘miscellaneous’ in most research.
  Gill has further suggested that the lack of interest is due to an unconscious bias toward western theological anti-body orientation.
  Likewise, this anti-body bias effects scholarly interest in ritual, as ritual is by its nature perceptual, sensual and bodied.
  There has been, however, a significant amount of research into religious experience.  Although scholars who have been driven to look into experience were certainly aware that religious experience has a perceptual/sensual component, their overall purpose has been a rational grounding of religious experience rather than a detailed discussion of the perceptual component.
  In attempting to legitimize religious experience, they had to make it palatable in some way to the rational orientation of scholarship.  In many ways this further biased scholarship toward the rational and away from the sensual, and the perceptual even though the overall goal was to legitimize the perceptual.  In the effort to ground religious experience in some sort of universal phenomena which exists without reference to specific beliefs or religions, ritual was further ignored by theorist of religious experience.
This apathy toward ritual in terms of theories of religious experience is a grave error.  Newberg
, Proudfoot
, and other have argued that religious experience can not be understood as being separate from the religious beliefs of the experiencer.  I would speculate as well that religious experience can not be understood apart from the ritual context in which so many, if not the majority, of religious experiences take place.  This is the theoretical orientation of this paper.  I do not pretend that my purpose here is to prove that for all places and all times that religious experience is tied to ritual.  This would be far too great a task, especially considering that there is currently no excepted definition of ritual.  I do intend to show; however, that religious experience, defined as “any event or combination of events that, in the memory of some person or persons, has acquired religious significance and has become a touchstone of ultimate concern or meaning,”
can be created and facilitated by ritual.  The purpose of this paper will be to demonstrate this assertion in reference to a specific case study, namely early a Christian ritual often called the Circle Dance of the Cross.  This paper will discuss the ritual in reference to its textual context and also its historical and cultural context.  From these contexts interpretative clues will emerge which will enable us to reconstruct, at least in part, the function, structure, and theology of the ritual.  Following this reconstruction, the paper will proceed to an informed recreation of the character of the religious experience that this ritual was designed to produce.  
Circle Dance Ritual in the Acts of John

The Acts of John, a late 3rd century Christian text, describes what appears to be a little known Christian circle dance ritual.
  The text narrates an event that takes place directly before the arrest and crucifixion of Christ.  Christ and his disciples are gathered together presumably in place of, or immediately following, the synoptic description of the Last Supper.
  The text describes, via a sermon by John the Apostle, how Christ told the disciples to form a circle and hold hands.
  Christ places himself in the middle of the circle and gives instruction for the disciples to answer ‘amen’ in response to his statements.  He then begins to sing a hymn which is recorded in the text along with the disciples’ prescribed response.

The hymn begins with a doxology of sorts to Father, Logos, Grace, Spirit, Holy One, and Light.  Within the opening lines of this doxology, John interjects with narrative detail saying that the disciples “circled round him (Christ).”
 This interjection illustrates the movement of the dance, either clockwise or counter clock around the circle. After this doxology Christ continues saying he will explain why they give thanks.  The hymn proceeds with eight antithetical phrases centering on the word play between actives and passives, for example “I will be saved and I will save.”
  In each of these phrases Christ is referring to himself.  Because of Christ’s introductory statement, the reader is asked to conclude that each of these statements about Christ are reasons for thanksgiving.   The diciples’ antiphonal response ‘amen’ is recorded after each statement.  
 After these eight phrases, John further injects again with the cryptic declarative “Grace dances.”   The exact meaning of whom or what Grace is has baffled scholars.  Comparisons to other text with a so-called Gnostic character have referred to Grace as an emanation of Sophia.  This has led some scholars to assume that “Grace Dancing” is Sophia descending to participate in some way in this ritual.
  It seems more likely that Christ is Grace as Christ later refers to himself as being called Grace.  Perhaps this statement simple indicates that Christ is also dancing now, presumably within the circle.
Following the interjection the hymn continues with a new antithetical structure.  Christ makes further active declaratives followed by an imperatives directed toward his disciples.  Then the hymn temporarily discontinues its antithetical structure and gives four descriptive lines concerning the nature of this ritual.  These six lines together provide the reader further insight into the meaning of this ritual and thus are quoted at length in the following:


“’I will pipe,



Dance, all of you.’ – ‘Amen.’


‘I will mourn,



Beat you all your breasts’ –‘Amen.’


‘(The) one Ogdoad sings praises with us.’ –‘Amen’


‘The twelfth number dances on high.’- Amen


‘To the All it belongs to dance in the height (?)’ –‘Amen.’


‘He who does not dance does not know what happens.’ -‘Amen.’”

As is now apparent, the disciples’ ‘amen’ response continues to be relayed by the author.  The first two statements are reminiscent of the Christ’s statement in the synoptics concerning his generation being like children calling to one anther saying “We played the flute for you and you did not dance; we wailed, and you did not mourn.
 The synoptic passage has a very negative tone toward these degenerates.  In AJohn Christ is not speaking to the degenerates but to the disciples.  Congruently the author of AJohn is not speaking to non-Christian outsiders but to Christian insiders.  If the two texts are understood together they essentially say the outsiders who reject Christ do not dance with the piper; however, the insiders, Christians, they were commanded to dance with the piper.  Presumably the author is telling his readers to dance with the piper as well.  In following this thought to its natural conclusion, the author is not only describing this ritual to his readers but also commending it to his readers as the command of Christ.  This is in no way dissimilar from the synoptic eucharistic command, “Do this in remembrance of me.”
  In both instances the authors are legitimizing their respective rituals by describing them as having been instituted, prescribed, and commanded by Christ himself.
 Furthermore, the reader is introduced to the cosmic significance of this ritual in the above statements.  The Ogdoad, being a mythic grouping of eight supernatural deities, are singing along with the ritual; while, the twelve on high are dancing as well.  The twelve in this instance has usually been interpreted as the constellation; however, there may also be further cosmic meaning behind the number twelve.  The “All on High”
 are also in some way connected to this dance.  Despite the precise knowledge of which mythic constructs are being invoked, the message is clear.  There is a cosmic component to this ritual and it functions along with the earthly performance of the ritual.  There is a closeness and immediacy to this cosmic element, a feeling of ‘here and now.’  
The final statement indicates that this dance and knowledge are related.  One who does not dance does not know.  Presumably one must dance to know.  This is another statement about insiders and outsiders.  Those who dance with Jesus again are the insiders of the knowledge. Those who do not dance are the outsiders.  This dance may very well have been a communion ritual for an actual Christian community or communities belonging to a specific theological school.  If this is the case, then it follows that dancers, those who belong to this community and thus perform its rituals, symbolize the insiders’ theological knowledge of the community.  Thus the passage is saying those who are inside the community, symbolized via this dance ritual, are the legitimate possessors of knowledge, and those outside the community, symbolized by their lack of participation in the dance ritual, are not possessors of knowledge.   Although this hymn is surely laden with symbolism and metaphor referring to the potential community which engaged in these practices, the concept that the dance or the ritual itself imparts the knowledge is probably also being evoked.  
Continuing with the description of the hymn, Christ returns to antithetical statements.  In this instance they are concentrated around actives and passives for four lines.  Then he turns for three lines to direct paradoxes with statements like “I have no house, and I have houses.”
  In each phrase of this structure Christ says he does not have some kind of place in the singular and yet he has those places in the plural.  Continuing on, antithetical statements are dropped entirely.  For four more statements Christ uses a metaphor to describe himself followed by a declarative about the disciples insider relationship with said metaphor, such as, “I am a lamp to you who see me.”

  After these four statements the written ‘amen’ response discontinues, and Christ begins a lengthy speech addressed to “You who dance”
 in which he proceeds to offer theological revelation about his role and purpose.  It is somewhat cryptic, and very little can be clearly gleaned from this speech which was clearly suppose to be revelatory to the readers of AJohn.  This speech continues for nineteen statements.  Then Christ commands them all to close by saying another doxology.  Christ makes a few concluding remarks containing various themes from the hymn.  The disciples say ‘amen.’ 
In summary, this ritual in AJohn is described as a circle dance in which the disciples hold hands and circle around Christ.  Christ sings a cryptic, antithetical, at times paradoxical hymn and the disciples say ‘amen.’  There is a cosmic mirror to this dance which probably involves celestial deities.  When the tone of the hymn shifts to a speech concerning Christ’s theological description, the ritual explanatives also cease.  It seems reasonable to assume that this speech is included by the author more for its interpretive value than as a description of how this ritual was performed by Christ and his disciples.  Further more, if it is to be assumed that this ritual was actually performed by early Christians, then this narrative description of the performance describes how the ritual was performed by these communities.  The lengthy speech toward the end does not pertain to any ritual prescription but rather to some theological discourse on the meaning of the ritual as practiced by the community.  Although all of the thematic concepts are not certain, the material does continue the theme that those who dance with Christ are privy to insider knowledge of him and of his cosmic purposes.  The ritual and theology clearly has overtones of a strong insider/outside or us/them duality.
The following chapters of AJohn are also relevant to this discussion as they provide further interpretive clues as to the meaning of this ritual.
  According to the text, after the dance Christ went out and was arrested.  All of his followers fled, including the text’s speaker John who fled to a cave atop the Mount of Olives.  At the same hour when Christ was crucified and the land was covered in darkness, John received a vision.  The vision is of a Cross of Light.  John describes that a great crowd encircled the Cross.  Christ was above the Cross.  Christ speaks and explains that for the sake of humankind this Cross is called by many names including, Christ, Logos, Grace, etc.  Christ indicates that the importance of this Cross is that it makes things stable and firmly fixed.  In other words this Cross preserves order from chaos through the Logos.  As in many ancient texts order is characterized as separation.  Here we have the typical Christian separation of the good and evil within the description.  Christ then goes on to explain that the multitude encircling the Cross are not of one form and are of an inferior nature; however, those in the Cross are one form and likeness. “When human nature is taken up”
 and the race that hears and obeys comes to Christ, they will be united with it, the cross, and transcend as Christ has. Christ explains that he has not suffered and died as others will say.  He concludes by saying, “even that suffering which I showed to you and to the rest in my dance, I will that it be called a mystery.”
  
Christ’s concluding statement indicates that, according to the author of AJohn, the dance in someway reveals this mystery of Christ’s suffering.  The precise way in which the dance accomplishes this is not clear.  In the speech section of the hymn Christ refers to his suffering as the passion of man, and he indicates that this suffering is necessary for the disciples to understand what they suffer.  If this text contained more Orthodox themes, then this statement of suffering would make sense as a foreshadowing to martyrdom; however, it appears that this means something else entirely different within this text.  It states that “you (disciples) saw me (Christ) as suffering, and seeing it you did not stay but were wholly moved.”
  Unless the author or translator of the text has greatly eschewed the grammar of this passage, it appears as if the suffering to which Christ is referring has already taken place seeing as the disciples have already seen Christ as suffering.  It seems likely that this suffering, being the “passion of man”
, should be understood without reference to the crucifixion but with reference to a more pervasive element of human suffering.  
The nature of human suffering within AJohn  is not at all clear. Perhaps it is the suffering of a spirit being trapped within a mattered body and universe as is represented in certain Gnostic texts.  Perhaps it merely refers to the human condition of being born into death as a general human suffering.  Regardless of the precise theological meaning, it is clear that this suffering, which Christ has already experienced and will experience, has been seen in Christ by the disciples and is currently being experienced by the disciples.  It appears as though Christ is indicating that he was sent to reveal, by example, to the disciples that they are suffering.  Later he adds, “if you knew how to suffer you would be able not to suffer.  Learn how to suffer and you shall not be able to suffer.”
  Clearly there is something mysterious about this suffering as is evidenced by the paradoxical comments concerning it.  To better understand these phrases it may be useful to think of this knowing and learning as knowing and learning about suffering.  In other words knowledge about this human suffering which Christ reveals will enable the disciples to escape the suffering.  It is significant, however, that the text does not use the term ‘about’ but employs an active construct of learning how to suffer.  It may be possible to learn how to suffer without actually suffering; however, since it has already been indicated that the disciples are suffering, that is hardly the appropriate interpretation of this learning.  It seems to be a notion of learning by doing.  The disciples are already suffering, Christ is telling them to learn from this experience to escape it.  This is perhaps what is meant earlier in the hymn when Christ indicates that those who dance have knowledge.  This knowledge in question is the knowledge of the human condition of suffering which is escapable only by this self-same knowledge.  This is a mystery, as Christ calls it, and it is accessed through the dance.
The dance references the mystery of suffering not only as the disciples experience it and are commissioned to escape it.  It also refers to Christ’s mysterious suffering and yet non-suffering of the crucifixion.  Christ informs John that he did not suffer and die on a wooden cross but rather he joined/became the Cross of Light and transcended.  Christ also makes clear that it is the destiny of John and other Christians to follow in his path by joining the Cross of Light and transcending.  This is surely the path to escape suffering, as Christ did and assured the disciples they could do with the knowledge of suffering accessed through the dance.  With this logical linkage the dance ritual becomes quite clear.  The disciples perform a dance around Christ which is parallel to the circle around the Cross in John’s vision.  Christ/Cross of Light is clearly the central focus of the ritual.  Christians of this world, who have not joined with the Cross and transcended, presumably accomplished at death, prepare for this transcendence via this ritual.  In circling they are asked to experientially contemplate the future joining with the Cross and subsequent transcendence.  This contemplation is necessary seeing as knowledge is required to escape the suffering and join with the Cross of Light.  Christ of course is the example as well as the goal.  The overall experiential contemplative purpose would probably be to attempt a foreshadowed union with Christ/Cross of Light.

In terms of Christianity the ritual functionally appears to have strong parallels with eucharistic ritual.  The ritual defines who is within the group and who is not in much the same way that those who participate in the Eucharist are considered part of the body and those who do not participate are outside the body.  In this case those who dance are participants/would-be participants in the Cross of Light.  Those who do not dance are not participants in this mystery nor are they privy to the knowledge it imparts.  The fact that the cosmic element of the dance is recorded as being present in the ‘here and now’ of the ritual, it is plausible to assume further that the futuristic cosmic union with the Cross of Light is being made present, outside of historical time, to the participants.  Eucharist has often been interpreted in this way as well in that participants are united with the sacrifice of cross outside of historical time.

In many ways Eucharist and the Circle Dance could be seen as opposite and completing  theologies of communion. Both are intended to unite participants in a mystical way to the cross of Christ, the difference revolves around the nature of this cross.  In Eucharist it is the cross of sacrifice and suffering.  In the Circle Dance it is the Cross of transcendence which escapes suffering.  Union with either has similar results for the participant, they are no longer subject to the normal fate of human beings and they will transcend in death.  The mechanism is entirely different.  In Eucharist it is sacrifice for sin which allows for this transcendence.  In the Circle Dance it is knowledge revealed by the example of Christ which allows for transcendence.  The close similarities in function as well as the seemingly direct theological opposition between these rituals, in addition to the textual similarities noted above between AJohn and the synoptic, indicates that is likely that this ritual is an alternative to the Orthodox Eucharist ritual potentially for non-Orthodox Christians of the time.
  If this is accurate, then this text represents an attempt to record the details of this ritual and legitimize its standing within Christian community.  The relative success of this attempt can probably be inferred by the fact that there are no extant copies of this text.
  Despite this text’s lack of popularity, and the presumable dislike for the Circle Dance ritual contained within, circle dances continue to be a ritual practice in Christianity through the mediaeval period.
Interpreting Circle Dance Ritual within a Cultural and Historical Context


The Circle Dance in AJohn may not have been well received by Orthodoxy, which was to become the dominant form of Christianity; however, the circle dance tradition which was continued within Christianity, may provide key cultural and historical context for understanding this ritual.  In the same way an analysis of circle dance traditions in other relevant cultural and historical contexts may provide yet more interpretive clues.  We have already discovered the form and theological function of this ritual, but much remains to be discovered as to the experience of the Circle Dance.  The interpretive contexts mentioned above are necessary to make an informed hypotheses as to the character of the actual experience of this ritual.

When analyzing the evidence for circle dances in Christianity it is important to keep in mind that there is not one definitive theological construct on dance in Orthodox Christianity.  Dance was not significant enough to be treated on the whole by the Patriarchs.  What is recorded is often reconstructed into a grand narrative of the Orthodox opinion on dance.
  This is an erroneous assumption given that there are only a handful of mentions of dance from a handful of people.
  
Generally speaking dance is viewed favorably during the pre-Constantine years.  It is understood as being a mirror which reflects the cosmos, the celestial bodies which also dance around God in praise.  This cosmic understanding of dance is reflected as we have seen in AJohn.  Further similarities are found in Clement of Alexandria who describes the precise dichotomy of insiders and outsiders by employing a positive constructive of Matt. 11:27, as seen in AJohn.
  For him the Christian circle dances symbolize the body of Christ.  This may also further speak to the functional similarity between the Circle Dance and the Eucharist.  Eusebius as well praises dance.  He exonerates the dances of the Theraputae as they are recorded in Philo.
  Eusebius accepts all night dance festivals and the description of choruses that have “drunk of the pure wine of divine love just as in the bacchic rites.”
 Despite this somewhat colorful and Pagan depiction of the Theraputae, Eusebius describes their behavior as fully Christian.
  This description may allude to an influence on Christian circle dancing from Greek mystery religions.  This will be discussed later.

In the years following Constantine, the Patristic writing on dance begins to contain censure.  There is no where a flat condemnation of dance, but rather an invective against dances which are perceived to be Pagan in origin.  This includes wedding dances and dances at the graves of martyrs dances and interestingly enough the ecstatic dancing which some performed during the Eucharist.
  Perhaps these ecstatic participants in the Eucharist should be seen in parallel to the alternative Eucharistic ritual in AJohn.  If indeed there is a connection it might be inferred that the style of dance in AJohn might very well have been ecstatic in character as well.  There is further evidence to lead to this conclusion which will be discussed later.  
In addition to condemning many forms of Christian dance as ultimately Pagan, the general trend among the Fathers at this period is to downplay any physical rituals or performances of dancing and up-play the symbolic meaning behind them.  It is as if they are trying to undo the reality of Christian dancing and explain it away as being entirely a theological construct.  Furthermore, the celestial cosmic element is lost and is replaced with a mythological depiction of heaven with angelic choirs circling heavenly figures such as Christ.  The picture which emerges contrasts AJohn’s ritual depiction of cosmic figures dancing with the followers of Christ who will transcend.  Now dancing is only performed in the heavens and these performers never dance in earthy dances for they are transcendent dances.  In AJohn dance was performed to facilitate transcendence.  In the post-Constantine years dance is only for those who have transcended.

  Some scholars have seen this Patristic condemnation of dance as a reform movement which proves that Christian dance was wide spread.  They typically understand the reaction on the part of the Patriarchs as a reaction against Paganism as they themselves would say.  It seems more probable; however, that the ever growing political force of the Christian community felt pressure to become more in line with mainstream Roman ideology.  Roman’s are commonly known for their suspicion of dance because of its perceived connection with homosexuality.
  It has also been assessed that Romans typically did not value ecstatic dance, which some Christians were performing, and preferred mimetic dance.
 There may have also been pressure to appear not superstitious and like a Greek mystery cults because of Roman distaste/distrust of these.
  Of course Christianity was first accused of being a mystery cult which is in many ways what launched the persecutions.  In these ways it is seemingly more valid to attribute the downfall of dance in Christianity to political sensibilities rather than its purely religious sentiments.

It is also significant to note that despite the parallel between Roman ideology of dance and later Patristic writings, early Christians were not, as Romans were, overly fond of the mimetic dance.  It appears as though through mimesis one can become whatever character one is portraying.
  For Christians mimetic dances might open one up to possession from unwanted deities; however, if this line of thinking were to be applied to the Circle Dance in AJohn it is likely that participants might mimetically assume the role of Christ in the dance in the hopes of being possessed in someway.  This would of course affect a sort of  union which was the goal of the ritual in the first place.  In the cases of Christian invective against mimesis the concern was probably religious and centered around a concern about Paganism but not about specific dances originating in Paganism.


In some sense the Patriarchal concerns for the Pagan origins of certain Christian dances is valid at least in the sense that there does seem to be Pagan influence on Christian dances, particularity the dance ritual relayed in AJohn.  The cosmic component of the dance ritual in AJohn, and also echoed by the Patristic writings, is a common Greek philosophical understanding of the significance of dance.  According to Plato’s Laws choral dancing represents the movements of celestial bodies.
  It represents the principle of order within in the cosmos.  It reflects the very cosmogony of the Greek mythology in that the universe was created by making order from disorder.
   By dancing, society reflects the universal ordering principles and reaffirms this value which permeates not only the cosmos but all of human existence.  In other words dancing the principle of order is not only dancing the ordering of the stars but also the ordering of society.  The dance is an enculturating tool, teaching people young and old about the universe, society, and the individual’s place within these systems.  This same dance ideology can be gleaned from AJohn.  It shows similar understanding of the Circle Dance as a reflection of cosmic movements and human beings’ participation within these cosmic movements.  Furthermore, John’s vision shows that the Circle Dance reflects an ordering principle as well.  The central focus Christ/Cross of Light make things stable and of one form.  Beings are sorted and separated by their relationship to this Christ/Cross.  Those not in the circle represent something entirely different that should be kept separate.  Christ says, “ignore the many and despise those who are outside the mystery.”
  This is similar to the Greek circle dances which separate citizens from non-citizens.  According to Lonsdale the non-citizen dances were constructed as the direct opposite sort of behavior of the citizen dance to demonstrate the improperness of the outsiders and to solidify the proper behavioral pattern of the insiders.
   Clearly both Greek and Christian dance traditions understand their dance as being tied to a principle of order that is pervasive through the cosmos and also demarcates the insiders and outsiders in their respective group. 

Along with the principle of order in Greek dances there is a complementary principle of disorder.  Although initially it would seem that these two principles are paradoxical, they appear to overlap within the world view of the ancient Greeks.  The principle of disorder represents the chaos that existed in the universe before the ordering principle was acted upon creating ordered cosmos.  Apparently this ordering principle has a dormant presence within chaos; thus, the pervasive mechanism by which disorder tends toward order is a pre-existent potential in all things.  By dancing disorder, one is merely inverting the normal principle of order to embody the chaos which inevitably moves toward order; thus reaffirming order again.  In sum, dancing the principle of order and disorder ultimately both lead to the affirmation of the universal order by slightly different mechanisms.
 
 

Miller suggests that AJohn is a classic embodiment of Greek ideology on dances which reflect disorder.
  According to Miller, the call to the Circle Dance of Christ is a break from the order of this world, be it historical, social, or religious.  In a sense it is a complete deconstruction of the present order.  In inverting this order, the ritual is free to reconstruct order upon different knowledge.  This is revealed to the participant through the ritual itself.  For Miller, this explains the cryptic paradoxical statements.  The mechanism for this ritual follows the Greek model of inversion of order, liminality, and then reconstruction of order which ultimately affirms the ordering principle.  Although the ordering principle is affirmed in both traditions, however, the structures built around that order are different.  Greek dance, according to Lonsdale’s analysis of Plato, ultimately affirms the original workings of society around the ordering principle.  In AJohn  it would appear that the re-establishment of order affirms a completely different world view than the one that was originally deconstructed.  This world view is inherently other worldly and only completely realized in the eschaton.

The Greek dances based on principles of disorder which Miller sees within AJohn are commonly associated with Greek mystery cults. Several Scholars have hypothesized a connection between the dance ritual in AJohn and choral traditions in other prominent mystery cults.  Dewey identifies the Circle Dance ritual as a hypochema , a Greek classification for dance recorded by Lucian.  According to Dewey this form consciously combines song and dance for ecstasy as in the mystery cults.
 Although Junod and Kaestli disagree on certain points of Dewey’s analysis they agree that the ritual is akin to a mystery cult ritual.
  Schneider further suggests that it is an initiatory mystery rite.

  Curt Sachs describes generally the structure of these mystery religions’ choral dances as:
“The dance leader in the center is the god Dionysus, who with the vegetation of the earth lives, suffers, sickens, and dies and at any given moment awakens anew, like Osiris in Egypt and Attis-Adonis in Asia Minor, and the in the circle surrounding him the fifty choral dancers share his fate, interpreting, suffering, and rejoicing with him.”

In this description of mystery cult there are many similarities to AJohn beyond just the physical  similarity of a circle dance.  The deity is placed in the center.  Life and death hang in the balance for both the deity and the participants in both rituals.  There is an implicit connection or union between the deity and the participants which has realistic effects on the destiny of the participants.  The major difference seems to be the apparent connection between this world and its fertility in reference to life and death in the Dionysian/mystery cult ritual.  AJohn is very other worldly focused.  There is also a similarity in the stark contrast between insiders and outsiders in both AJohn and the mystery religions.  If this connection to mystery religions can be further established it seems that the ecstatic quality of mystery religions may also suggest that the ritual in AJohn is of an ecstatic nature.  This evidence along with Patristic evidence seems to substantiate the claims for AJohn as an ecstatic dance.  Furthermore, if this mystery cult is the prototype for AJohn, it may also be a reasonable assumption that when the ritual was performed there was a leader who represented Christ who danced in the middle of the circle.

Having analyzed the hymn in reference to its Christian context and in reference to Greco-Roman culture which had diffused through the west and ancient Near East by the period of the text’s composition, it is now prudent to address any local customs that may also be an influence in this ritual’s composition. The hypothesized location of the composition of this section of the text in AJohn is Syria.  This of course opens the hymn up to influence from Semitic cultures.  The presence of the circle dance in Semitic cultures is widespread and well documented; however, unlike in Greece, research in this area has failed to produce similar philosophical/theological treatises on the meaning of circle dance rituals.  Generally speaking it appears that Semitic circle dances, particularly in Syria, often focused on sacrifice and not parallel movements of the heavens.
 The theological concept of Christ’s sacrifice is downplayed in AJohn; thus, it seems unlikely that the ritual is intentionally drawing upon this Semitic tradition.  There is another Syrian dance tradition, according to Oesterly, that may be influencing the ritual in AJohn.
  There is evidence for ecstatic dance, rare among Semitic cultures, in which an individual falls into a state of ecstatic prophecy accompanied by dance.  There is, however, no evidence that this was a circle dance.  Despite the fact that Oesterly includes this tradition in his discussion of ecstatic dance among Semitic cultures, it appears that the evidence in question is in a Phoenician cultural context; which potentially could relate it more to Greek culture than to Semitic culture although at a significantly earlier time period.
 Regardless of the origins, it appears that Syria did entertain ecstatic dance in which participants merge with a god.  This evidence strengthens the hypothesis that AJohn relays an ecstatic dance tradition in which the participant merges with the god.  Furthermore, the notions of a ritual imparting knowledge is not significantly different from the notion imparting knowledge through prophecy.  In both cases the participants are seeking truths from the divine through ecstatic means.

In summary, the evidence gathered from the historical and cultural contexts surrounding AJohn shows strong parallels with other traditions.  These parallels provide keys to the interpretation of the ritual in AJohn primarily working under the assumptions that rituals which have similar meanings will have similar structures and styles given that the contributing cultures have come in direct contact with one another or are directly descendent from one another.  AJohn did not appear in the historical record without  relation to the historical and cultural context in which it was born.  From an analysis on the cultural and historical influences on AJohn, namely the Christian movement, pan-Greco-Roman culture, and local Semitic traditions,  many similarities emerge.  Both Christian and Greek sources support the interpretation that AJohn has a cosmic component, particularly in the parallel between the dance movements and the movements of celestial bodies.  An analogy to Greek traditions suggests that AJohn  represents a dance of disorder which ultimately affirms the principle of order.  This analogy also suggests that AJohn may be in a sense a Christian mystery cult influenced by Greek models.  Elements present within mystery cult are alluded to by other cultural sources.  The ecstatic nature is supported by Christian accounts of dancing as well as Syrian accounts.  The element of revealed knowledge is also present in Christian accounts and Syrian accounts via prophecy.  Mystical union is also alluded to by Syrian, Greek, and Christian accounts.  A sharp delineation between insiders and outsiders is also evidenced in Christian and Greek sources.  These facts combine to suggest that scholars are accurate in their depiction of AJohn as a mystery cult ritual built on the Greek philosophical model of dances of disorder.
The Circle Dance as a Ritual


In order to further understand the Circle Dance we must now turn our attention to theory.  An emphasis on theory, although typically still speculative, helps provide an interpretive control on the reconstruction of AJohn’s Circle Dance ritual.  Although theories are never certain they are assumptions which have some sort of social consensus.  This must be applied in our analysis lest we be accused of creatively running amuck. The theories also offer inductive insights on the place of dance in religious ritual.  In many ways theory will help us look at the big picture of dance as a religious experience and apply that to our little picture in AJohn.  


Ritual typologies are commonly used in ritual studies.  Although most of the scholars writing on AJohn, or ancient dance in general, do not reference the specific typology they are using, they none the less employ one.  The placement of ritual within typology can be problematic in that scholars can begin to confuse a theoretical framework with a definitive reality; however, an analysis of typological classifications for the ritual in AJohn reveals that typologies are flawed but also useful.  In other words AJohn does not fit neatly within any of the employed typologies; however, scholarly attempts to classify it within a typology have revealed useful insights into the ritual.

Most scholars have painted a picture of the Circle Dance ritual that most closely corresponds to Bell’s rite of passage category.
  She describes the classic rite of passage ritual as having three stages, leaving behind of one group, a time of no group i.e. liminality, and finally an admittance to a new group.  In AJohn we find these three stages which has caused most scholars to classify the ritual as a rite of initiation into the mystery cult potentially represented in AJohn. Scholars have differing theories as to how this initiation is enacted, particularly centering around the luminal stage of the rite.  Dewey and Kaestli emphasizes the physical reality of the dance as the driving force behind the transformation.  Kaestli says, “the participants danced and so deepened their knowledge, or rather their experiences, of the divine truth thanks to the dance.” 
  He further comments on efficacy of the physical manifestation of the revelation.  Dewey expresses similar ideas.  He says, 

“The medium becomes the way in which the message is to be taken.  Especially in cultic situations, the dance would speak to the surplus depth of meaning engaged in by the initiates.  It was not simply a matter of presenting the meaning in another fashion but of suggesting by the very format used that what was at stake was inviting, participatory, and encounterable.  Finally it would witness by its very movement that the meaning was elusive, transcendent, and ecstatic.”  
Both scholars are focused on how the participant engaged in the dance movements themselves would experience, through mirror and metaphor, the meaning of the ritual and through this experience of meaning they would be transformed.  This transformation occurs through experiential knowledge and is defined by the knowledge.  The transformed is now an insider because of the experiential knowledge that was gained.  This interpretation corresponds to our textual analysis of AJohn.  It also indicates that experience is key to this ritual.  

Schneider  conquers that this ritual is an initiation rite which affects a transformation for the participant.  He indicates that the mechanism for transformation is through a death and resurrection motif.
  Miller appears to be in agreement in this fact in his treatment of Christ as Dionysus
  The functionally of this death and resurrection seems to run parallel to Turner’s notion of inversion.
  Here the initiate is inverting order and social position which is symbolized and experienced as his/her very death by joining the circle.  Through a presumably ecstatic dance, usually understood as vehicle for physically partaking in inversion, the initiate is resurrected to a new identity both socially and cosmically  This shares many structural similarities with Christian baptism, perhaps another rite which the Circle Dance was in competition with.  
 Schneider further suggests a second functionality which corresponds to Bell’s category of communal rites.
  We have previously discussed that the Circle Dance ritual shares much in common with the Orthodox Eucharist, a well known communal rite.  Schneider emphasizes that the imitation of Christ in the center of the circle is the instrumental structure which classifies this as a communal ritual.
  The transformation that is to take place is not simply reflexive.  Transformation into Christ is required as our textual analysis reflects.  This transformation into Christ also by default brings all in the circle into unity as well.
Continuing in the communal rite typology, some scholars have seen the communion with, and transformation into, Christ in a more erotic light.  These scholars are apt to describe this ritual as a sort of marital union between the participant and Christ.  This is perhaps not out of line with the Valentinian bridal chamber sacrament.
 They characterize the ecstatic theme by comparing it to the erotic.  To provide and example Miller relays,

“The dance of the New Dionysus (Christ) was as deeply charged with eroticism as the mountain revels of his pagan prototype, an eroticism heightened by the identification of Christ with the energetic lover in the Song of Songs who came leaping upon the mountains, and skipping over the hills to summon his beloved to their wedding.  By sympathizing with his joyfulness, spontaneity and rapturous desire for union, the chorus of the Logos understood the moving force behind their dance of love, not reason and not a rarefied, other worldly, dispassionate. . . love of wisdom but an overwhelming tenderness, an instinctive, impregnating desire to be wedded forever to a specific person. . .as wanders at the end of the ritual the disciples are. . . staggering in an ecstatic daze like bacchants who have just had intercourse with a god. ‘I wish to beget’ announces the god of this hymn. . . .” 

This colorful depiction certainly speaks to the potentially erotic element that can accompany communal rites, particularly those following a mystery cult model.  To determine whether the mechanism for communion is imitation, as Schneider suggests, or mystical marriage, more analysis is needed.

There are other theories coming forth from ritual studies other than typologies which are useful for understanding the Circle Dance ritual.  The concept of play is far and above the most useful tool for understanding this dance ritual. A precise definition of play is hard to arrive at; however, play is defined by Gill as “a type of structural dynamics, a being at one of two minds or holding at one of mutually exclusive positions.”
 In other words, play consists of the interplay between paradoxes and of the momentary perception of their unity.  According to Gill all ritual is play as it functionally embraces the momentary unity of reality and idealized reality.
 Scholars dealing with play theory typically see the union of opposites within ritual as an implicit but necessary structure of ritual. 
Ironically dance scholars Curt Sachs and others, previous to play theory, have written of the centrality of the unity of opposites for dance and of dance’s centrality to all ritual.  Although he does not reference these theorists, Sam Gill is surely drawing upon them when he identifies all dance as play.
 Gill likes the term mobiotic to describe both play and dance, in that a mobius is a structure which represents paradoxical unity.  He describes how the dancer and the dance become one in the body, and how the dance-maker transcends the self in bodily experience of the other, the dance, while also coming more fully to realize the self in contrast to that other.  In other words the body is dancing but the dance is more than the body and so the dancer experiences an ‘other’ within the body.  At the same time the dancer recognizes more fully the self by contrasting it to the other.  This overlaps with modern Christian theological understanding of dance as a via negativa
.  If dance is indeed a functionally via negativa then it would be ritually useful to affect a sense of inversion.  Perhaps this relates to the dances function within  AJohn  and the principle of disorder that supposedly characterizes the Circle Dance. 
There is another important component to play theory and that is framing.  Framing refers to the necessary setting which much be in place to enact a play situation.  One component in framing is meta-communication.  Gill defines meta-communication as a form of communication which denotes meanings which would not normally be associated with that communication.
  An example that applies to AJohn  revolves around the paradoxical nature of the antithetical hymn statements.  In normal communication these are paradoxes and mean nothing for they negate one another; however, within the meta-communication in AJohn they are understood as directly oppositional to nothing.  They in a sense mean everything. They are revelatory..  Meta-communication exists within a frame, where normal rules do not apply.  Rules do apply however in play and they are in fact necessary for the play to be effective.  This is the essence of framing.  
According to Huizinga poetry and riddle specifically is an expression of play and strongly relates to the framing aspect.
  He discusses the role of riddle in mystical rituals in the ancient world as a way of demonstrating knowledge.  This could very well be important for the dance ritual in AJohn.  Since textual analysis shows that the overall goal of this ritual was to achieve knowledge, it seems likely that the riddle like antithetical statements were understood as being tools to affect a sense of mystical knowledge via the play mechanism at work within riddle.  It would also potentially serve to demarcate those who were insiders to the ritual and those who were outsiders.  Insiders would have some clue as to how to respond/interpret such paradoxical statements and would reveal themselves to be knowledgeable.  So in the instance of AJohn it appears that the meta-communication surrounding the hymn functions as a frame in the situation defining those who are insiders and those that are not.

For a greater understanding of framing as the rules, so to speak, for play, we may turn again to Huizinga.
  He speaks to the necessity of consecrated space as a framing tool.  This must affect a sharp demarcation between insiders and outsiders.  Inside the sacred space is a play land in which meta-communication occurs.  Outside the space normal reality continues to function.  If an outsider were to enter into the sacred space they would rupture the illusion by their lack of playing by the rules of meta-communication. They might question Christ’s paradoxical statements rather than see them as revelatory.  This is devastating to the play and the players.  Play requires a strict adherence to suspension of disbelief and to a set of rules which maintains this suspension.  Any challenge to that suspension ruptures it and is typically not tolerated by players.  This probably accounts for why so many rituals and ritual groups develop such a rigid dichotomy of insiders and outsiders as in AJohn.  It is needed for them to maintain their sacred space and their rules of meta-communication which construct the rituals.  Application of Huizinga’s notion of framing, reveals that the circle itself is a sacred barrier allowing for meta-communication and play to function within. This is structure is necessary for the efficacy of the ritual.
Another potentially important meta-communication within the framing of the ritual in AJohn is the rules which apply to the hypothetical Christ character.  Imitation and mimesis are common elements in play and within the meta-communication a person dressed as or imitating a deity is probably recognized as that deity when they are within the frame of the ritual.
  How or  if this element of play functions in AJohn is difficult to determine, but it may in someway play an important role in the ritual.  According to Sach’s comparative analysis on dance, circle dances are typically not mimetic but more ecstatic, thus more free in their dance movement.  He sees these two qualities as a pervasive duality in dance classifications; however, he also sees rituals which tend to overlap the two.
  In these cases dressing up as the character allows the ritual to be both mimetic and ecstatic.  Costume allowes the dancer to imitate the character without having to dance as the character.  This frees the dancer to become ecstatic.  
Further concepts relating to play that may apply to AJohn is that play has a tendency to reproduce rather than represent.  It has already been discussed that the character of AJohn is of a ‘here” and “now” variety.  This is more to the order of reproduction as Huizinga describes it.

Huizinga’s description of play as direct participation also echoes Dewey, Kaestli, Schneider, and Miller’s analysis of the ritual in AJohn as being a direct participation in an experience which is knowledge itself.
  They describe a ritual which is not representational but it is reproductional.  It is not an indirect revealer of knowledge but it is the knowledge itself via the direct experience.  It may very well be that this ritual was seen as direct participation with the dance as it was performed by the disciples.


Leaving the subject of play behind, it is also significant to mention that many ritual theorist place and unprecedented importance of the body and its role in ritual.  Dance of course is wrapped up in the body.  Gill refers to it as the most bodied ritual.
  Marcel Mauss theorizes that the body is integrally connected to mystical states.
  If this is accurate than the specific bodily movements employed in AJohn may play an important biological/psychological role in determining the mystical state.  The presumed ecstatic character of the dance is then certainly employed because of it usefulness in facilitating a certain kind of experience.  We, however, must be cautious in assuming the character and specific body movements in a dance based on their supposed psychical response.  Bourguignon’s cross-cultural research on trance dance  demonstrates that what, one culture might consider ecstatic may in fact be classified and experienced entirely differently by another.
  In this respect it unfortunately becomes impossible to speak with any certainty or specificity about the dance moves that would be employed to exact ecstatic experience in the cultural context of AJohn.  A larger analysis of archeological finds may shed some light, however, on the bodily movements associated with ecstasy in the greater cultural context of that time.  Unfortunately this topic is to large to address here.
The Circle Dance Ritual as Religious Experience

Having reviewed the textual, cultural historical, and theoretical clues as to the function and structure of the ritual in AJohn, I will now offer a hypothetical re-creation of the ritual.  In doing so I will draw upon ritual theorists as well as religious experience theorist to synthesize a potential framework for understanding this ritual as an experience for the individual.  Not many scholars have attempted such a reconstruction of the ritual as an experience probably due to the methodological quagmire which it creates.  I, however, am well aware of the problematic nature of taking a extrapolated a ritual from a text and further extrapolating a religious experience form the ritual extrapolation.  Furthermore, I am also aware that neither extrapolations are technically possible which complete certainty, and yet I still advocate the of usefulness of the creative process in informing scholarly understanding, particularly when there are no other options in terms of interpretation.

Having discussed the problems inherent in my purpose, I will proceed. Certainly the efficacy of this ritual owes much to the structure.  The circle itself defines a boundary.  It physically creates insiders and outsiders.  Within the circle the focus is on Christ, the object and goal of transformation.  The immediacy of cosmic element works with these structures to add a sense of legitimacy to the experience as well as a sense of timelessness and sacredness.  Without these elements there would be no frame, no meta-communication, and no suspension of disbelief and no play. 
The ritual is not representational but it is reproductional.  It is not an indirect revealer of knowledge but it is the knowledge itself via the direct experience.  It may very well be that this the ritual was seen as direct participation with the dance as it was performed by the disciples.  In these ways there is an overlap of impossibilities becoming possible.  A participant would probably feel as though they are having an experience outside time and outside the normal limits of mattered reality.  These frames are not only allowing play but they are also preparing the participant psychologically for an experience which, they will likely understand as outside time and space since the ritual was framed particularly in that way.  They will likely perceive this as being direct experience of the numinous.  The experience itself is the goal of the ritual and having had the experience one becomes changed, full of experiential knowledge which changes ones place within the cosmos and the community.

If we apply Gill’s notion of dance as play to the ritual in AJohn  a new structure emerges potentially as a mechanism for transformation.  In the Circle Dance the initiate enters a state of liminality in which there is an inversion of the normal principle of order.  Perhaps this inverted state specifically employs the play function as defined by Gill.  The poetic use of paradox by Christ is evidence of the play function in action.  Furthermore the initiate enters into a state where his/her status is not merely in flux but in play.  He/She retains elements that were possessed before they entered the circle; however, they are pondering and reaching out for a new state, transcendence into the Christ/Cross of Light.  For the moment in this dance both the old reality and the new exist together as a mobiotic reality.  There is a perceived union of actual reality and idealized reality.  What better ritual activity to symbolize this play state, than dance which supposedly is a play state of its own.  The body’s experience of self-othering and self-affirming in dance parallels the functionality of the entire ritual.  This perhaps creates an effervescent sense of reality above and beyond rational experience.  This typically characterizes religious experience.  This further leads the participant to view their experience as being a direct encounter with that which exists outside normal existence, again numinous.
The dance has an ecstatic quality although how this is achieved in indeterminate.  Commonly ecstatic dances are frenzied; although, they do not have to be.  The major element to extrapolate from the ecstatic character is that the participants are highly emotionally involved in the situation.  Some sort of physically technique is used to lead participants into an altered state of consciousness.
The ritual literally centers on Christ. It is difficult to reveal how the central object of worship is framed as Christ.  Does he/she dress as Christ or mimetically imitate Christ?  If Christ is being mimed by a dancer it seems more likely that the dancer was in costume rather than directly being imitated.  This would facilitate the ecstatic element.  Assuming that the hymn was actually sung during the ritual, which seems plausible since its structure would facilitate the ritual, it seems likely that a central figure would have to be placed in the center of the circle to recite the hymn.  The figure does not merely represent Christ, but as the ritual unfolds, the figure is Christ.  Perhaps he becomes Christ my imitating Christ’s role as leading the hymn.  Perhaps the same hymn from AJohn  is used every time in much the same way as the eucharistic words of institution.  In saying these words, the leader becomes Christ.  The figure may perhaps also employ symbolic attributes of Christ such as vestments, etc.  Perhaps he/she begins the hymn while others begin to circle.

After the recitation of the hymn he/she too begins to dance and is a hypothesized meaning behind the phrase “Grace dances.” As Grace dances so does the celestial component of this ritual into the scene, showing that the centering on Christ is not merely on the horizontal plain but on the vertical one.  The heavens dance as Christ dances because Christ is the connector and mediator between these two groups.  His function theologically and also ritually for this group to act as the comsic mechanism by which humans come into unity with the divine.  This is revealed prominently in the vision of Cross of Light.  The Cross of Light/Christ is the ordering principle in the cosmos and this ritual is now beginning to bring the participants in line with this order.  The participants focus on union with Christ to achieve the transcendent experience referenced in John’s vision.  This is the experience which was alluded to earlier.  It is transcendent and it is knowledge.  It is also unity with the cosmic, which is characterized by order.  At this moment the participant should be experiencing the numinous in a mystical union, perhaps conceived of as a marital consummation or alternatively as a form of possession. The character becomes clearly ecstatic.  Numerous reactions might be experience, lose of consciousness, glossolalia, frenzy, etc. If death and resurrection are themes then a lose of consciousness maybe desired by the participants, or something akin to being slain in the spirit in the Pentecostal sense.
When the ritual is over, participants not only feel changed by their experience but their perception of this change is reinforced by their status in group.  They are now insiders by their experiential knowledge of the Cross of Light, Christ.  They have experienced as truth that, “Whosoever danceth not, knoweth not the way of life.”

Whosever knoweth the power of the dance dwelleth in God- Rumi
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� In other words I know I am advocating an ‘if I was a horse hypothesis’ (Evans-Pritchard) however in the absence of any other interpretive mechanism I say go for it!


� Curt Sachs translation of the hymn of Christ in AJohn 





