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Fleshing Out the Word

“There is in all good things a perpetual desire for expression and concrete embodiment; and though the attempt to embody it is always inadequate, the attempt is always made.” – GK Chesterton

If you think about how Christians try to get through life, you realize that every day is an unending struggle to bring about an ongoing incarnation.  We try to flesh out our love for God in what we do – in our acts.  And though we may be poor actors, we still struggle to accomplish this.

Speaking of poor actors, I know a lot about them.  I may very well be one myself.  I’ve spent my entire adulthood doing what actors do – scraping out a living in any possible manner while answering my calling.  I’ve appeared in shows by Shakespeare, Arthur Miller, Moliere, performed singing telegrams in a gorilla costume, toured in USO style shows to troops around the world, played both Gilligan and Ginger in Gilligan’s Island of Death, performed at the Missouri Governor’s Mansion and for HBO in New York, and even supported myself for four weeks as a stand-up comedian, until the owner got drunk one night and threw all of his patrons out of the bar, leaving no one around to see my second show.  It’s been quite a ride.

But through it all I knew there was something more to the dramatic arts than simply showbiz.

For one thing, every actor I knew, including me, had a strong devotional streak – except we were rarely religious.  In fact, actors are among the most secular, quirky, perverse and promiscuous lot you’ll ever meet.  But these same sad souls live lives of sacrifice.  They will spend years and years in utter squalor moving from gig to gig and devoting themselves to their craft.  True, each of us secretly cherishes fantasies of fame, of becoming a super-celebrity, and in that sense our motives are often not only selfish but also rather narcissistic; and yet at the same time you will find side by side with such vanity a profound love for producing good art, for giving everything one has in rehearsal and performance, for making one’s fellow actors look good on stage.  

Not only that, but think of the nature of what we do.  As the word was made flesh and dwelt among us, so the words of the script are “fleshed out” in performance.  And if everything goes well, then the cast comes together, the audience comes together, and a kind of communion happens – the playwright, the players, and the playgoers all become one in their understanding of and appreciation for what is suddenly living among them.  

In other words, you’ve got a hit.

But it is every actor’s ongoing humiliation that he can not make something like this happen.  A hit, even a good performance, is beyond our control.  We can rehearse and prepare and get everything perfect from a technical point of view, and yet it will all be mechanical and dead without spontaneity, chemistry – without inspiration.

So here we have an art form in which the devout practitioners sacrifice and live like  mendicants, which consists of attempts to incarnate words into life, which brings people together in a kind of communion, and which is useless without inspiration.  Something’s going on here – something a lot bigger than “showbiz”.

For a long time I had been mulling this over – certainly since my conversion eleven years ago.  I had made a few attempts to put together shows that adopted this incarnational attitude, that made use of the devotional character of actors, and even that frankly evangelized.  I had put together some scenes for EWTN’s series The Apostle of Common Sense, for example, and appeared on stage as the Poet in Chesterton’s masterpiece The Surprise.  But most of my time was spent running my business Upstage Productions, which produces mystery dinner theater shows across the country and puts on about 200 performances a year in nine states.  There never seemed to be a good time to start a new theater company, especially a Christian one.

Parenthetically, I should add that this is the problem of contraception. With the pill, parents are put in the position of deciding: “When would be a good time to have a child?”  Of course, there is never a good time to have a child.  We’re always too busy, too much in debt, too distracted.  And there is never a good time to start a theater company.  

But that never-a-good-time finally arrived.

With the help of Ignatius Press and Fr. Joseph Fessio, I formed The Theater of the Word Incorporated on the Feast of St. Genesius – Aug. 25, 2007.  Now, a year later, the Theater of the Word  (www.thewordinc.org) is producing touring shows that travel across the U.S.  Our shows include “The Journey of St. Paul”, which tells the life of the Apostle in one act with four actors and with dialogue taken almost entirely from the New Testament; and also “Socrates Meets Jesus”, “The Quest for Shakespare” and “Father Brown – Detective”.  Next fall, I will be seen on EWTN hosting my own series, also titled The Theater of the Word Incorporated, a 13-part anthology of Catholic drama.  Each episode will also feature interviews with actors on the rigors of the craft and on the relation of acting to the Faith.  And our premiere episode will feature a revealing interview with Father John Hogan – founder of the Fraternity of St. Genesius.
So, as you can see, what was once a half-idea (or half-baked idea) has become incorporated in a very ambitious way.  As G. K. Chesterton says above, this attempt to embody it is bound to be inadequate, but at least the attempt is being made.  

And we are not alone.  People throughout the United States, like Leonardo Defilippis of St. Luke Productions have been doing this for years, as have folks like Jeremy Stanbary of Epiphany Studio Productions, Denny Hartford of Vital Signs Ministries, and more.  

So I encourage all of our readers in the theatrical and cinematic arts to do similar things – evangelize through drama.  If we can do it with the Theater of the Word Incorporated, so can you in your own communities, with your own companies and with your fellow writers, producers, and actors.  The Holy Spirit is working for a Catholic Literary and Artistic Revival – especially in the dramatic arts, and who are we to stand in His way?

The plays the thing wherein we’ll catch sight of the Kingdom.

(A version of this article was originally published in the St. Austin Review – www.staustinreview.com.  Republished by permission .  For more information on the Theater of the Word Incorporated visit www.thewordinc.org )
