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LeTTer from The ediTors

Dear PlayNotes Readers:

Portland Stage’s 2013-2014 season is heading toward its close, and 
with the long-awaited arrival of spring weather, we’ve also arrived at 
the final issue of PlayNotes for this spring. We’re closing the season with 
Evan Smith’s comedy The Savannah Disputation, which looks at the 
personal effects of faith on four quirky characters grappling with the 
unanswerable questions that religion prompts. The theological debates 
in the play span centuries of dogma, so this PlayNotes aims to demystify 
some of that material with articles on the history of the Bible (pp. 11-12) 
and even a side-by-side comparison of Catholic and Protestant points 
of disagreement (pp. 14-15). And because The Savannah Disputation is 
full of laughs, not just quarrels, you can find thoughts on the funnier 
side in an article on comic treatment of divisive topics (pp. 23-24) and 
our interview with director Paul Mullins (p. 20) who’s bringing the finer 
points of biblical dispute to life onstage. 

As we put the final comedic exclamation mark on the current season of 
plays, anticipation is building already about the upcoming 2014-2015 
season. The plays we’ll be producing next year are listed to the left of this 
letter, and for educators, information on booking Early Shows for the 
new season will be landing in your mailboxes (both virtual and physical) 
very soon. Before we dash into next year, though, we’d love to hear 
feedback from all of you on this year’s volume of PlayNotes. Enclosed 
with this issue you’ll find an evaluation form. If you could take a few 
minutes to fill it out and return it to us at the Education Department, 
we would be very grateful (those of you who read PlayNotes online can 
request an evaluation form by e-mailing dburson@portlandstage.org). 
Our goal is to create a series of guides (and now podcasts, too!) that 
serve all of our readers as thoroughly as we can, and your comments will 
help make that possible. Thank you. 

For one final note, I want to take a moment to acknowledge the terrific 
work of this year’s interns (their names are to the left) on this and every 
issue of PlayNotes this season. On behalf of everyone here at Portland 
Stage, have a happy and relaxing summer, and we’re looking forward to 
seeing you again in September for the start of another year of exciting, 
professional theater and another season of PlayNotes.

Sincerely yours, 
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begins to stir uncomfortable notions: a doubt here, a 
wish for a different path there. A process begins in the 
disputation that is both nerve-wracking and, ultimately, 

comforting. Doubt has 
always been a part of the 
Christian faith because 
through questioning our 
faith, we learn how to refine 
and strengthen it. If Mary, 
Margaret, and Melissa can 
make it through the night 
without losing their faith, 
they might find their beliefs 
reinforced—and if not, they 
may consider themselves 
changed for the better.

The play’s eponymous disputation also confronts the 
protagonists with faces to attach to beliefs they may 
have only “heard of.” As valuable as interrogating their 
own beliefs is, being exposed to someone else’s is just as 
enlightening. The foursome find themselves caught in 
strange moments of intimacy as they discuss the issues 
closest to their hearts and, as often happens when 
confronted with an individual rather than an idea, 
their prejudices have a hard time standing up to the 

reality before them. “I thought she liked us,” Margaret 
says, wonderingly, of Melissa. Of course she did, and 
Margaret liked her, too; it’s hard to hate someone with 
whom you’ve shared secrets, doubts, and fears. Bridges 
can be formed despite the differences of faith. 

At its heart, The Savannah Disputation exists to poke 
fun at our preconceived notions about the universe, 
both cosmologically and in the form of other people. 
Whatever the stripe of our particular religion, the play 
reminds us with a quick smile and stinging wit that 
none of us are as sure as we’d like to be, and that all of 
us could use a little more tolerance and compassion. 
The universe may not always make much sense, but if 
we can laugh together, at it and at ourselves, perhaps we 
all have a shot at happiness. †

abouT The PLay

Religion is one of the most influential and deeply 
rooted aspects of a person’s life; and yet, today, it has also 
become a taboo subject. This may be because religion 
is now widely considered a 
private choice. People are 
religious in the same way 
one might identify with a 
political group, or a dietary 
program: fine to talk about 
with other members of the 
group, but not something to 
tell the clerk at the grocery 
store about. Perhaps this is 
because we do, after all, live 
in an increasingly secular 
age. But then, perhaps 
religion is taboo because, 
as we see in Evan Smith’s The Savannah Disputation, 
putting adherents of different faiths together can 
result in maddening (if sometimes hilarious) disputes. 
These conflicts, however, are vital to one’s growth as 
a mature person of faith, no matter the age, creed, or 
temperament of the disputants. 

When a young fundamentalist missionary named 
Melissa shows up at the door of aging Catholic sisters 

Mary and Margaret, sparks fly from the first meeting. 
Things only get worse once the sisters’ priest, Father 
Murphy, is introduced to the situation. As tempers 
flare, Smith’s play takes us on a comical tour of some 
of the most pressing questions for Christians in an 
increasingly secular world: who has the right faith? 
What happens after we die? How can we be sure we’re 
headed in the right direction? Who came up with all 
this, anyway? And why should we care?

Mary and Margaret have never questioned their 
Catholic faith before Melissa’s arrival—their lifelong 
religion is natural and unconscious, and they don’t 
appreciate Melissa’s attempts to disrupt it. Melissa 
has much the same conviction in her own faith. But 
none of these women have seriously questioned their 
faith before now, and the exploration of these ideas 

The Savannah Disputation at Playwrights Horizons (2009).

“No man ever believes that the Bible means what it says: He is 
always convinced that it says what he means.”  

– George Bernard Shaw
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foCus QuesTions

†  Is it possible for a crisis of faith to be a blessing in disguise? How likely is it for  
 something good to come out of a situation that completely challenges one’s faith or  
 personal beliefs?

†  To what extent do a person’s religious beliefs define who they are? How does  
 religious belief inform the relationships that we develop and the social groups that we  
 associate with? 

†  In The Savannah Disputation, Mary blames her pessimistic attitude on her personal  
 chemical makeup. Can things beyond a person’s control, such as their DNA or the  
 life circumstances they’re born into, affect an individual’s actions? If so, what does  
 this say about free will or an individual’s accountability for what they do? 

†  Is it possible to find common ground with those whom we vehemently disagree  
 with? How should one react in an argument or debate with someone who is rigidly  
 set in their beliefs?

†  How do the clothes and outward appearances of others influence how we perceive  
 them, especially when we first meet them? Is there merit in the old saying “Don’t  
 judge a book by its cover,” or are judgments about how others look valuable? 

†  In what ways can the comedic representation of controversial subjects and difficult  
 questions on stage promote candid discussion? How do we decide whether to  
 respond positively or negatively to comedy about these topics?

†  Do most people make decisions based more on logic, or more on faith? If you choose  
 one method or the other, what does that say about who you are as a person?

†  Stubbornness is often seen as a negative character trait in our society. In what ways  
 can it also be an asset to people? 

†  What does it mean for something or someone to be an “authority” on certain  
 matters? Should these authorities be immune to scrutiny, or do people have a   
 responsibility to challenge their thoughts and ideas?  

†  Do we have a social responsibility to educate ourselves about the beliefs that we  
 profess to have and the groups we associate ourselves with? Why or why not? To  
 what lengths should someone go in order to educate themselves? 

†  When we believe we hold the correct information or opinion about something, how  
 important is it to attempt to influence what other people think about the issue? Do  
 we have a moral imperative to convice others of what is “right” from our perspective?
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American playwright Evan Smith was born in 
Savannah, Georgia in 1969. He achieved early success 
when his first play, Remedial English, was produced by 
Playwrights Horizons at the New 
York Young Playwrights’ Festival 
when he was only 18. The comedy 
centers on Vincent, a bright young 
man at a Catholic boys high school, 
who is asked to tutor his classmate 
Rob, a “doltish” problem student. 
Vincent develops a crush on Rob 
and tries to suss out Rob’s interest 
in him by focusing on poetry and 
philosophy in their tutoring sessions, 
but is dismayed to find that his crush 
prefers girls and sports to studying.

Remedial English was a huge 
success at the festival. According to 
Dramatists Play Service, the play was 
“singled out for its sophistication, 
high spirits and sparkling wit.” 
Although many expected Smith’s 
career to take off after this initial hit, Smith paced 
himself and took it slow. NPR, in their 1998 profile 
of Smith, said ,“instead of trying to crank out play 
after play, he’s taken a very deliberate path—going to 
school; working on his writing, biding his time.” Smith 
earned a BA in English from Vassar College and went 
on to the Yale School of Drama, earning an MFA in  
playwriting in 1994. 

In an interview PlayNotes conducted with Smith, he 
said he feels that most young people have many ideas 
of what they want to do. For whatever reason, however, 
they often feel that those things are out of reach. “Like 
many people, I pursued something where I felt a bit 

of encouragement. . . .We feel, in our youth, that if we 
find a place among friends, we will be safe and taken 
care of, so we go into whatever field makes us feel the 
most welcome. . . .The allure of theater, for me and 
others, is the overwhelming sense of shared purpose.” 
Although artists tend to earn less money than people 

in other careers, Smith believes the sense of community 
and emotional reward theater provides makes  
up the difference.  

When he was in his 20s, Smith divided 
his time between his hometown 
of Savannah and Brooklyn, NY. 
For a while, Smith made a living 
reading screenplays for money. He 
told reporter Kenneth Jones, “I 
tried to temp . . . but they fired me. 
I couldn’t type.” Smith also kept up 
his relationship with Playwrights 
Horizons following his success in 
the New York Young Playwrights’ 
Festival, often working in their 
literary department and garnering 
the opportunity to mount readings 
of his plays. Playwrights Horizons 
commissioned him in 1996 to write a 
new work, resulting in the 1998 Off-
Broadway production of his comedy 
The Uneasy Chair at the Anne G. 

Wilder Theatre, which opened to warm reviews. For 
this piece, Smith knew he wanted to write about 
personality types, and the ideas he drew from Victorian 
prose fiction authors such as Austen, Trollope, and 
Dickens were an important contributing factor to his 
writing of the play. 

Smith also gravitates toward incorporating personal 
events and elements of people he knows into his plays. 
Regarding the relationship of characters Miss Pickles 
and Captain Josiah Wickett, he told Jones, “definitely, 
my parents are in this show. . . . They are married—but 
no longer to each other. [The dialogue recalls] the way 
I personally bicker with them, and the way they used to 

bicker with each other. But, I don’t think anyone would 
say, ‘Oh, you put me in it!’” The Savannah Disputation 
(first produced in 2007 )also involves characters familiar 
to Smith: “There are some old truisms of dramaturgy 
such as ‘write what you know’ and ‘the specific is 

abouT evan smiTh

Continued on the next page.

Playwright Evan Smith.

“[I like to] start with semi-logical premises and take them 
step-by-semi-logical-step into the realm of nonsense.”  

– Evan Smith
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universal,’ that must be respected, so I built the story 
out of the specifics of people I knew around me: 
Catholic women from my family and fundamentalist 
Christians I know from the theater.” His mother, for 
example, was Irish Catholic and “seemed to look upon 
Southern protestants with the sort of benign contempt 
I imagine English nobility reserve for drunk American 
tourists; she said nothing and looked the other way.”

Audiences often see Smith’s characters navigating 
interpersonal relationships with varying degrees of 
success. In The Uneasy Chair, for example, he told Jones 
that “to me, the play is about the fear that one feels in 
having to deal in an intimate way with another person.” 
In addition, many characters throughout Smith’s 
work discuss their morality and that of others around 
them. Servicemen, first produced in 2001, is “a far more 
serious drama about moral decisions” set in the midst of  
World War II. 

Though many may have a tendency to classify The 
Savannah Disputation as a play about religion, Smith 
sees this play as one that appeals to “people of all faiths, 
or even for people of no faith.” He told PlayNotes, “My 
ambition was to say something universal about how 
family, friendship, loneliness, and that all-important 
sense of community can influence our decision making. 
Whom do we choose to believe? With whom do we 
throw in our lot? Under what circumstances are we 
willing to go it alone?”

While many of the the themes of Savannah are 
universal, throughout his writing process Smith always 
thought about the ways he wanted his characters’ points 
of view to come across onstage. “I tried very hard to 
make Melissa, the fundamentalist Christian, a character 
fundamentalist Christians would not feel slighted by, 
and to give her point of view the necessary sharpness 
to make the conflict come to life, and so it would be a 
disappointment to me if Catholics treated this play as a 
sort of rallying cry or comfortable indulgence.” 

Simultaneously, Smith also strove to represent the lives 
of his Catholic characters “in a way that is just different 
enough, and has a point of view just unexpected enough, 
that, depending on the numbers in the audience, the 
event can be seen as more friendly and less adversarial 
. . . It works best, I think, when the play between the 
parochial and the adversarial is cranked up to eleven.” 
Judging from reactions to previous productions of 
Savannah, Smith’s writing has done exactly that.   

Currently Smith lives in New York, and when asked 
if he was working on any new projects at the moment 
he had one word for us: “Always.” Though his name 
has come in and out of the spotlight over the years, 
there is no doubt that Smith’s work is gathering steam. 
Audiences have responded positively to his plays, and 
Smith’s steady writing style, care for his characters 
and how they play to the audience, and his working 
relationship with many theaters producing new work 
makes it almost certain that a new play of his will 
burst onto the theater scene right when we are least 
expecting it. †

The premiere production of Smith’s The Uneasy Chair
at Playwrights Horizons (1998).

Remedial English (1986)

The Uneasy Chair (1998)

Servicemen (2001)

Psych (2001)

Daughters of Genius (2006)

The Savannah Disputation (2007)

Rich Boyfriend (2008)

PLays by evan smiTh

The Savannah Disputation at the Old 
Globe in San Diego (2009).
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The Savannah Disputation, by Evan Smith, premiered 
at the Writer’s Theatre in Glencoe, Illinois, in 2007. 
The premiere was directed by the theatrer’s artistic 
director, Michael Halberstam, and featured Suzanne 
Lang, Linda Kimbrough, Marilyn Bogetich, and Robert 
Scogin. While Smith already had numerous produced 
plays under his belt by the 
time The Savannah Disputation 
premiered, the seeds for the idea 
of this play were sown very early 
in his life. Smith acknowledges 
that from a young age he has 
been fascinated by the “gems 
of dingbattery” that emerge 
from more extreme branches  
of Christianity. 

In an interview with Playwrights 
Horizons about The Savannah 
Disputation, Smith told of 
how when he was 10 or 11 
he used to let two Jehovah’s 
Witnesses into his house about once a week. He 
wanted, he says, to challenge them in a way that would 
entertain him. The seed of the idea for Savannah was 
planted one day when his mother came home early, 
saw the Jehovah’s Witnesses in the living room, and 
wasted no time in throwing them “viciously” out  
of the house. 

As any piece of art that deals 
with religion, The Savannah 
Disputation has been the subject 
of widely varying reviews. While 
some critics feel that Smith’s 
barbed dialogue and sometimes 
absurd plotline accurately reflects 
the longstanding religious 
disputes in the United States, 
others feel the play offers little 
more than a surface look at the 
real-life disputation. Perhaps 
looking at the play through the 
lens of the larger Christian debate, and not the lens of 
these specific characters, is what has caused divergent 
interpretations of the piece. For example, a review of 
the premiere from the Chicago Tribune found that the 
play’s merit lay in its rich characters: “There’s lots of 
interesting talk about intolerance, hypocrisy, blinkered 
thinking, mortality, and faith. The best part, though,  

is the way Smith’s script transcends all that and ends 
up being about two aging southern Catholic spinster 
sisters whose lives are disrupted.”

Balancing humor and theological dispute, however, is a 
tricky endeavor, and The Savannah Disputation has not 

avoided its complications. The 
play had its New York premiere 
at Playwrights Horizons in 
2009 under the direction 
of Walter Bobbie. The cast 
featured Kellie Overbey, Dana 
Ivey, Marylouise Burke, and 
Reed Birney.

Critic Patrick Lee wrote of 
the play when it moved to 
Playwrights Horizons: “The 
characters in Evan Smith’s 
The Savannah Disputation 
eventually challenge each 
other’s deeply held faiths, but 

the results aren’t more than sitcom-deep.” Referring to 
Smith’s writing as “sitcom-deep,” however, may miss 
the mark in terms of evaluating the purpose of the play. 
Looking at the play from a theatrical (not theological) 
perspective, an audience member might come to 
appreciate the play for its entertainment value, and its 
perception about people such as this, not necessarily 

the piece’s theological precision. 
As critic Matthew Murray wrote: 
“Smith has scripted a remarkably 
well-considered look at faith 
and faithfulness as exemplified 
by the ragtag collection of some 
warring factions that constitute 
the distribution of dogma in the 
United States. . . . The studied 
and the ignorant. The generic 
and the specific. Everyone is 
held up to scorching scrutiny and 

found wanting.”

While Smith has said he hopes that both sides of this 
argument—the Evangelical and the Catholic—are 
being given equal weight in his play, audiences are 
responding often to the depth of the characters, not 
necessarily the depth of the arguments they put forth. 
And ultimately, no matter what religion seems to come 
out “on top,” this is a play about people. †

ProduCTion hisTory

The Savanah Disputation at Miami’s Zoetic 
Stage (2013). 

The Savannah Disputation at Playwrights 
Horizons  (2009).
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Many people around the world believe the Christian 
Bible is the literal word of God. Some believe it is a 
helpful guide for how we should 
live our lives. Others believe that it 
is closer to literature, and equally 
legitimate for its anthropological 
and historical value. Regardless of 
the meaning an individual may give 
the Bible, none can argue that it is 
an important book, the history of 
which has fascinated scholars for 
thousands of years. Yet, even though 
it is arguably the most famous book in 
the Western canon, the Bible’s history 
is mysterious. Because the Bible is a 
chronicle of the ancient Hebrew and 
Christian peoples and was compiled 
over centuries, its origins are foggy. The Bible is regarded 
as holy by millions, and because of this, parsing out its 
history is controversial. Anthropological investigation 
of the Bible raises questions of its factuality, a topic that 
many devout believers find troublesome. What’s more, 
the versions of the Bible we now possess have not always 
included what we are familiar with today. 

Today’s Bible was written over 
the course of eighteen hundred 
years, between 1250 B.C.E. and 
550 C.E. The text is a collection 
of sixty-six chapters, written 
by almost as many different 
people and spanning centuries. 
The Hebrew Scriptures, or 
the Old Testament, are held 
as authoritative by Jews 
and Christians alike. While 
differences exist between the 
Christian and Hebrew versions 
of the Hebrew Scripture, 
the original sources for these 
stories were written in Hebrew and Aramaic. The 
first five books of the Bible, known as the Five Books 
of Moses, or the Pentateuch, were written by Moses, 
according to Christian and Judaic theology. 

The purpose of these first five books, however, was likely 
a political one. In their book Power, Politics, and the 
Making of the Bible, biblical scholars Robert B. and Mary 

P. Coote claim the purpose of the Hebrew Scriptures 
“was to legitimate the ruling house of David (1000–520 

B.C.E.) . . . in Jerusalem.” According 
to the Cootes, the Hebrew Scriptures 
come from the Persian period, 540–
330 B.C.E., though many of them 
were written earlier or not fully 
completed until the Court of David 
finished them; these sections of the 
Bible are the books of Deuteronomy 
through Kings. The Book of Psalms 
also traces back to this period. 

It was under Ptolemy in 250 C.E. that 
the Hebrew Bible began its translation 
into Greek. This process lasted about 
75 years and, according to Biblical 

scholar Fred Gladstone Bratton, it “contained fourteen 
[additional] books . . . that are outside the Hebrew Old 
Testament.” Christians accepted these and many other 
Apocrypha (the early Christian and Judaic writings that 
were later mostly excluded from the canon) as parts of 
the Bible. Early versions of the Bible, such as the Old 
Latin version from 175 C.E., therefore contain many 

books that are not considered a 
part of the canon today. 

Most Christian religions focus 
on the New Testament, dealing 
with the first century C.E. and 
the life of Jesus Christ and 
his Apostles. Between 70 and 
170 C.E., Christian bishops, 
according to the Cootes, 
“promoted a new set of scriptures 
that made their connection 
with the Hebrew scriptures 
more explicit.” This set was 
written in Greek, and it wasn’t 
until Emperor Constantine 

(who ruled 306–337 C.E.), the first Christian emperor, 
that the New Testament became a more standardized 
text. After the Roman Empire became Christianized, 
the religion began to acquire a more formal structure, 
affecting its main religious text, the Bible. The church 
held many councils in various parts of the Roman 

a mysTerious PasT:  
The origins of The bibLe

Biblical scholar Donald W. Parry examines one of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls.

Pope Francis kisses the Bible. 

Continued on the next page.
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Empire during the first three centuries C.E. to debate 
what should be included in the Bible. Consequently, the 
Bible changed dramatically during this period. The next 
major step in the evolution of the Bible was its translation 
from the original Hebrew (for the Old Testament) and 
Greek (for the New Testament) into Latin. St. Jerome 
was commissioned by the papacy in 382 to translate 
the scriptures; this version later became known as the  
Vulgate Bible. 

Slowly, the Christian Bible became increasingly 
controlled, mostly by the Catholic Church. Since 
the Bible used in services was in Latin, it required 
interpretation by the clergy. Most Christians were not 
studying the Bible themselves because they lacked the 
tools, knowledge, or their own copy. This all changed, 
however, with the Protestant Reformation, beginning in 
1517. Martin Luther translated the Bible into German 
from the original Hebrew and the Greek in order to 
make it more accessible to the common man. Most 
noticeably, Luther believed the Apocrypha should be 
excluded, based on his study of the oldest versions of 
the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Just after Luther’s death, the Catholic Church held 
the Council of Trent of 1545 to respond to Luther’s 
teachings. In his article “Luther and the Council of 
Trent,” Erwin Iserloh notes that Protestants were 
dubious of councils in general, because a major tenet of 
their beliefs was the denial of the papacy and skepticism 
of the hierarchical nature of the Catholic Church. 
While the Council of Trent addressed many topics, it 
was specific on the books to be included in the Bible. 
The official Roman Catholic position at the Council was 
defined this way: “The Holy Ecumenical and General 
Council of Trent . . . venerates all the books of the Old 
and New Testaments with an equal feeling of devotion.” 
Bratton asserts that, though future theologians would 

question early versions of the canon, “Both Protestant 
and Catholic . . . canon as fixed in the fourth century has 
remained—and probably will remain.”

All copies of the Bible from the fourth century on had 
been hand-copied manuscripts, generally written out 
by monks. The advent of the Gutenberg Press in 1455 
revolutionized the distribution of the scriptures. The 
Bible was the press’s first published work, and greatly 
increased its reach. In England, William Tyndale 
mirrored Martin Luther’s process and translated a 
version from the original Hebrew and Greek. Due to 
its poetic style, this version became influential on future 
versions of the Bible and on the English language. The 
most famous version of the Bible today is the King 
James Bible, first published in 1611. After the separation 
of the Church of England from Catholicism in 1534, 
religious power lay with the monarchy in England. The 
King James Bible is a by-product of a council meant to 
deal with another theological question in the Anglican 
Church, unrelated to scripture. The King James version 
closely resembles the Tyndale Bible. 

Newer versions of the Bible have been translated from 
the earliest Hebrew and Greek versions, or adapted from 
previous translations. The version of the Scripture any 
given denomination chooses to use is a point of divergence 
among Christian sects. Most Protestant religions use a 
version without the Apocrypha. The Catholic Church 
returned to translating the Bible in 1986 and created 
the New American Bible Revised Edition, using new 
scholarship available with archaeological discoveries. 
Many sects today continue to use the King James Bible. A 
thousand-year history of debate surrounds the present-
day Bible, as shown in The Savannah Disputation, many 
Christians argue about which version of the Bible is 
most accurate. As we can see from its past, the history 
of the Bible is fraught with mystery and will likely 
continue to cause deliberation among the devout who  
worship using it. †

A painting by Caravagio of St. Jerome translating the  
Bible into Latin (1605).

An illuminated manuscript of the Paris Vulgate Bible  
from the 13th century.



WorLd of thE pLay

13pLaynotES

Evangelical Christianity is an umbrella term that refers to 
Protestant-based religions founded on the primary beliefs 
of a personal relationship with God and the mission to 
alert others to their salvation through belief in God and 
Jesus Christ. Evangelical Christians, in general, believe 
in the necessity of a “conversion experience,” the duty to 
inspire conversion by spreading the Good News of the 
Gospel, and the cultivation of a personal relationship  
with God.

The roots of the Evangelical movement in America lie 
in 17th century Germany, and a shift in Lutheranism 
known as the “Pietist Movement.” 
While aspects of Lutheranism 
already advocated an individual 
relationship with God, the Pietist 
Movement held that a personal 
“conversion experience” was a 
necessary component of devotion 
to Christianity and a requirement 
for salvation. This experience 
represented a “rebirth” of the 
individual, a renewal of the soul 
that ensured the necessary purity 
for salvation. 

It was not long before these ideas 
made their way to the United States, and by the mid-
1700s a movement known as “The Great Awakening” was 
underway in New England. Jonathan Edwards (1703–
1758), a key participant in the Great Awakening, is 
considered the first “giant” of American Evangelism. As 
leader of the Congregational Church of Northampton, 
Massachusetts, Edwards preached a sermon entitled 
Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God that would become 
the touchstone of the evangelical movement in America. 
The sermon was a severe condemnation of sin and a call 
to repentance that induced an unprecedented fervor 
of conversion across New England. Characteristic of 
this American movement were “revival” meetings, large 
gatherings where the gospel was preached and attendees 
were encouraged to accept Christ into their heart and 
convert to Protestant Christianity. These meetings are 
still a central feature of Evangelical Christianity. A 
second “Great Awakening” that took place between the 
1820s and 1840s in the United States cemented the status  
of Evangelical Christianity as one of the country’s 
dominant religions.

Evangelism has remained a prominent religious 
movement in the United States, evolving to adapt to 
media and societal changes. Revival meetings began 
to reach larger audiences with the advent of radio 
broadcasting and later, television. The first radio 
broadcast of an evangelical message took place in 
1921. In the 1940s and 1950s, Evangelical speakers 
found success broadcasting on television and came 
to be known as “televangelists.” It was at this time 
that a shift in evangelism took place to reflect the 
necessity of a successful television personality for an 
evangelical leader. Iconic televangelist Billy Graham 

is recognizable example of the 
warm yet fierce personality that 
has come to be associated with  
Evangelical Christianity. 

Despite moderate success in the 
transition to new media, the last 50 
years has seen a drastic weakening 
of the Evangelical movement 
in America. A 2011 poll by the 
Pew Forum on Religion reported 
that 82 percent of Evangelical 
ministers felt that the Evangelical 
movement was “losing ground.” 
Author and Evangelical pastor 

John S. Dickerson attributes this phenomenon to 
“shaking changes in American culture” and a steep 
decline in youth members of the Evangelical church. 
Dickerson sights the evangelical community’s failure to 
adapt to sociocultural changes such as increased support 
for same-sex marriage and the increased unpopularity 
of anti-abortion laws. 

While some may see the Evangelical movement as 
weakening, it is certainly not in danger of extinction. 
Evangelical ministries continue to adapt and evolve in 
an increasingly liberal culture. Far from feeling defeated 
by negative cultural perception, Dickerson writes, “The 
proper response to our sexualized and hedonistic culture 
is not to chastise but to “Conduct yourselves honorably 
among the Gentiles, so that, though they malign you 
as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify 
God” (1 Peter 2:12).” Despite the modern challenges 
facing evangelists, this optimism and the movement’s 
deep roots in American history solidify its place in our 
culture for the foreseeable future. †

The hisTory of evangeLism  
in ameriCa

A pastor blesses a woman at a revival meeting.
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The Protestant-Catholic divide is one of the most historically significant schisms in Western history and 
lies at the heart of The Savannah Disputation. Melissa’s church itself is fictional, but some of her views are 
shared by Protestant churches worldwide. While the two divisions are radically different in structure—the 
Roman Catholic Church is a monolithic entity, while “Protestantism” is formed of many smaller splinter 
groups—a brief comparison of their points of diversion is useful to navigating the play’s conflicts. In all 
of the Protestant examples below, the information given is for most or many Protestant groups; individual 
organizations may contradict this information.

PoinTs of divergenCe:  
CaThoLiC and ProTesTanT

Catholic doctrine derives ultimately from 
the Bible and the claim of Apostolic 
Succession: the idea that the pope and his 
bishops are “descended,” in their ordination, 
directly from Jesus Christ and the apostles 
themselves. The pope, therefore, is considered 
the most definitive authority, and is believed 
to be infallible when it comes to doctrines 
of faith or morals. The canon law of the 
Catholic Church is extremely complex and 
sometimes rigid, reflecting the strict, top-
down hierarchy formed by the papacy and its  
subordinate offices.

The fundamental split between Protestantism 
and Catholicism is Protestants’ rejection of 
the pope’s authority. Most Protestant groups 
dismiss any claims of Apostolic Succession, 
preferring to rely exclusively on the Bible 
and a personal relationship with God. 
Some Protestant churches have institutional 
structures much like the Catholic Church’s, 
with bishops and subordinate priests, and 
others have only the loosest of inter-church 
organizations. All, however, reject the 
infallibility of the pope.

The Catholic Church recognizes over 
10,000 saints and beatified people: 
individuals whose lives were so godly and 
blessed with miraculous events that they are 
believed to act as divine servants of God. 
Saints are prayed to for intercession with 
God, and each saint has his or her own 
group of areas over which they watch. It 
is important to note that only God is truly 
given worship in the Catholic Church; one 
simply asks a saint to pray to God the same 
way one would ask another Catholic on  
earth to do.

In general, Protestant groups have little 
interest in saints. Some older churches (the 
Lutheran Church, for example) recognize 
a select number of saints, though usually 
they do not recognize any saints who were 
beatified after the Reformation. In these 
churches, saints are respected and admired 
as exemplary people, rather than prayed to  
as divine intercessors. 

auThoriTy

sainTs

CaThoLiC ProTesTanT
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Broadly speaking, Catholics believe in a 
justification by good works. This means 
that all believing Christians will be judged 
according to the actions they take, with the 
ones who have behaved rightly being granted 
entrance into paradise. Some organizations 
take this slightly farther, arguing that all who 
have behaved righteously—faith aside—will  
 enter Paradise.

Most Protestant churches follow a doctrine 
of “justification by faith alone.” This 
means that good deeds are insufficient to 
send one to heaven; as all human beings 
are fundamentally sinful, good deeds are 
inherently tainted by sin. Only the supreme, 
unyielding faith in the redeeming promise 
of Jesus Christ’s blood shed on the cross can 
cleanse sin—nothing else is sufficient.

The official teaching of the Catholic Church 
is that when the priest blesses the bread and 
wine used in the communion ritual (one of 
the most fundamental rituals of Christianity), 
the bread and wine literally become the body 
and blood of Jesus Christ, through a process 
known as transubstantiation. This happens 
only when the priest blesses the objects, 
typically immediately before distributing 
them for communion.

In the Protestant tradition, the bread and 
wine are understood to be symbolic, rather 
than literal, representations of Christ’s flesh 
and blood. For most, they remain only bread 
and wine throughout religious ceremonies, 
without undergoing any transformation; 
some faiths (such as Lutheranism) 
believe that the sacrament exists fully and 
simultaneously as both bread and body, 
wine and blood.

In the Catholic cosmology, most souls 
exist in a state of Purgatory after the 
death of the body, where they spend an 
indeterminate amount of time suffering 
and doing penance for their sins while 
on earth. Most souls have not been good 
enough to go directly to Heaven, nor so evil 
as to go directly to Hell; instead, they spend 
time in Purgatory, and eventually achieve  
God’s grace.

Protestant cosmology rejects Purgatory, 
largely on the grounds that it is mentioned 
nowhere in the Bible. Souls after death 
are believed to go directly either to  
Heaven or to Hell.

The Catholic Church requires its priests 
to remain celibate—which means both 
refraining from sexual relations and from 
marriage. This is seen as necessary because 
it allows the priest to focus on God without 
any distractions, it helps evenly distribute the 
priest’s attention to his flock, and it sets the 
priest apart from the corruption of the world.

Speaking broadly, Protestants do not 
require their priests to remain celibate 
their whole lives. In most denominations, 
priests can marry and have children, just 
as any parishioner would. Priests are, 
however, expected to behave morally and 
to act temperately in all areas of their lives.

jusTifiCaTion

Communion

PurgaTory

CLeriCaL 
CeLibaCy

CaThoLiC ProTesTanT
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Like Mary and Margaret in The Savannah Disputation, 
many people around the world have opened their 
doors to missionaries. The most famous sect that 
deploys missionaries today is the Mormon Church. 
According to the Church of 
Latter Day Saints (LDS), 
there are currently 800,000 
active Mormon missionaries 
working around the world. 
Mormons, however, are not 
unique in their campaign 
to spread their message.  
The Evangelical Christian 
and Hare Krishna faiths 
are also famous for their 
proselytization, and many 
religions have a missionary 
tradition rooted in scripture. According to the Bible, 
Jesus says, “Therefore, go and make disciples of all the 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19–20). This 
tradition of proselytizing, however, often creates friction. 
The character of Melissa in The Savannah Disputation 
feels compelled by faith to convince others to join her. 
Like the sisters, many are critical of the insinuation that 
one religion is “better” or “more correct” than another 
that accompanies the missionary concept, especially 
when that insinuation is that your own faith is the one 
that’s incorrect. 

What compels missionaries to 
venture out into the world and 
convert others? For religions that 
practice baptism, choosing to 
convert with your own free will is an 
important Christian tenet. Many 
Christian faiths believe that active 
choice on the part of the convert 
is an essential step for conversion. 
If a person is to choose a new 
religion and their free choice is an 
important factor in the validity of 
their conversion, what role does 
the influence of a missionary’s persuasion play? Does 
this influence diffuse a person’s agency in their own 
conversion? The concept of religious universalism, that 
your faith is the only correct way to salvation, reconciles 

this paradox for many. Scholars Martin E. Marty and 
Frederick E. Greenspahn write about the beliefs at the 
heart of proselytism in their book Pushing the Faith: 
“Theological universalism is thus intimately bound up 

with monotheism. Related 
to this is the conclusion that 
other religions’ deities are 
either impotent or illusory.” 
Many religions have doctrine 
that excludes other dogma, 
arguing their understanding 
of the deity is the correct, and 
only truthful, worldview. 

Not all religions, though, 
convert in the same way. 
At a panel on international 

law, John Witte, Jr., commented on the differences 
between faiths and conversion practices, comparing 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims, noting they all have 
different conversion practices. Not all religions attempt 
to actively convert new members, however. The Shinto 
religion does not practice evangelism, and Methodism 
was previously active in missionary capacities, but the 
practice features much less in their doctrine today. 

Why do some religions feel proselytism is important 
while others value it less? Marty and Greenspahn 

argue, “Traditions that emphasize 
salvation . . . have strong reasons to 
spread their message, just as those 
that make claims as to the exclusive 
nature of their truth are surely 
more inclined to evangelism.” 
For some, active recruitment is a 
requirement for survival, like the 
Shakers, who practice celibacy. 

Other religions, however, are 
skeptical of proselytism. As 
psychologist and pastor H. 
Newton Maloney writes, in 
relation to losing members to other 

faiths, “It pained us deeply to lose [a member] of them 
to another group.” Furthermore, Maloney asserts that 
the position many churches have is that they are “more 

sPreading The Word:  
ProseLyTiziaTion and faiTh

Continued on the next page.

Mormon missionaries studying at the Missionary 
Traning Center in Provo, Utah.

Young Jehovah’s Witnesses proselytize on a street corner.
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willing for [church members] to become inactive and 
drop out of church entirely” than for them to convert  
to another faith. At the core of Maloney’s sentiment, 
and of the religions that proselytize, is the tenet of 
exclusivism. A religious exclusivist, according to 
religious philosopher Jerome Gellman, is “a person 
who . . . believes that her religion is true, and that 
other religions are false insofar as they contradict her 
home religion.” Both religions that are critical of losing 
members to proselytization, like Murphy’s, and those 
that actively recruit members from other faiths, hold 
this exclusivist belief. On the other hand, if a religion 
truly practices pluralism, or the belief that not one 
religion is fundamentally “correct,” then they would 
acknowledge that the lost members’s new faith could 
be just as legitimate. Gellman defends exclusivism 
in response to the theory’s criticism, claiming that 
exclusivism can be rational and ethical: “A religious 
adherent understands and interprets her world with the 
categories provided by her religious belief. Through it she 
understands God . . . the afterlife, metaphysics, art, and,  
finally, other religions.” 

What are the methods missionaries use that so bother 
those like Maloney? Many disapprove of proselytizers, 
who they believe target youth who are “seeking,” and are 
critical of “preying” upon people who are unhappy or 
troubled. Maloney breaks down the types of persuasion 
used by proselytizers. Most religions are opposed 
to conversion by force, but rather use the threat of 
damnation to compel people to convert. Alternatively, 
many religions use personality training and the promise 
of reward to be more effective missionaries. Some 
faiths, like Mormonism, have formal training centers 
for their missionaries to ensure that the message they 
are spreading is unified and that their methods are 
effective. They receive not only training in doctrine, but 

also language instruction. Many groups also encourage 
missionaries to relate to their potential converts as 
friends first, while some, like Jehovah’s Witnesses, go 
door to door preaching and provide dogmatic literature.

These tactics have proven to be effective for the religions 
that use them. Statistician Matt Martinich, employed 
by the LDS faith, discusses conversion rates in a Salt 
Lake Tribune article. In 2011, the LDS faith had seen a 
6.1 percent increase in missionaries. Martinich argues 
he “doubts the jump in missionaries is caused by a rise 
in U.S. birthrates, so he speculates that it could be due 
to more non-American converts accepting the call.” 
Clearly the organized system developed by the Mormon 
Church is effective in spreading their faith.

Many young religions, like Mormonism, use 
proselytization to grow. Older religions have had to 
adapt their more entrenched practices to a modern world. 
Indeed, modern life demands more tolerance than has 
been seen historically, as increased pluralism in societies 
encourages tolerance. Freedom of religion is a civil right 
in America guaranteed by the First Amendment of the 
United States Constitution, as opposed to theocracies 
such as Iran, where religious doctrine is innate to the 
structure of the government. Conversely, the Bahá’í 
faith is known as a pluralistic religion that believes that 
many organized religions could be valid. 

While many are critical of proselytization used by 
religious groups, it’s a practice that has proven effective 
for centuries, and nearly every faith has a directive to share 
their ideas and worldview as the right path. Jerome  
Gellman, while defending exclusivism, also asks for 
religious acceptance, wishing: “that philosophical defenses 
of . . .   exclusivism always be accompanied by declarations of  
religious tolerance.” †

sT. PeTer and The PaPaCy

The Catholic Church teaches that it was Simon one of the 12 disciples 
of Jesus, who became known as Saint Peter the Apostle, and as the first 
Catholic pope. Tradition says that his papacy began around 30 C.E. 
and concluded with his death between 64 and 68 C.E. Simon takes 
on the name “Peter” when, as Matthew 16:13–20 depicts, Jesus praises 
Simon for his recognition of Jesus as the Messiah: “And I tell you, you 
are Peter, and on this rock, I will build my church.” Catholics believe 
this verse, among others, instates Peter as the first pope of the apostolic 
Church. When a Catholic pope issues a decree from the Chair of Saint 
Peter, or ex cathedra, he assumes papal infallibility. However, it is rare 
for a pope to issue statements ex cathedra. †

The Chair of St. Peter.
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In this Portland Stage production of The Savannah 
Disputation, one of the themes we’re drawing upon is 
the connection between our religious beliefs and the 
relationships we develop 
with our friends and family, 
with our communities, 
and within ourselves. To 
examine this link, PlayNotes 
went out into Portland to 
ask community members 
about their own experiences. 

It was “serendipity,” as 
Lesley Hoey would later 
describe it, that brought 
PlayNotes to stumble upon 
the Dobra Tea table where 
Lesley sat, interviewing 
her mentor, Elaine G. 
McGillicuddy. When they heard about The Savannah 
Disputation and the dialogue PlayNotes was seeking 
to establish about the production, Lesley and Elaine 
generously put their interview on hold to answer our 
questions. As the characters of Savannah soon discover, 
PlayNotes also found that the answers pertaining 
to questions of religion and 
spirituality are complicated, 
messy, and predicated upon 
the beautifully woven and 
fraught intricacies of the  
human experience. 

If there was ever an antithesis 
of Savannah’s crotchety 
Mary—an aging woman who 
lives a secluded life with her 
sister and picks fights with 
store clerks and nuns—Elaine, 
at 78 years old, would be it. 
In her lifetime, she’s been 
a Catholic nun, an English 
teacher, a conscientious war tax 
objector, a co-founder of the Portland Yoga Studio, a 
leader of the Dances of Universal Peace, and now a poet 
and writer, whose second book, Sing to Me and I Will 
Hear You – A Love Story, was just published. However, 
it is through the lens of a spouse that Elaine relates 
all of these experiences. In 1968, Elaine, then known 

as Sister Maureen, met Catholic priest Father Francis 
A. McGillicuddy, in Waterville, Maine. Through their 
peace work as members of Clergy and Laity Concerned 

About Vietnam at Colby 
College (where Elaine was 
Campus Minister), they fell 
in love. 

Clerical celibacy has long 
been a point of contention 
within the Roman Catholic 
Church. This debate is 
represented in Savannah 
between Melissa, who 
argues against clerical 
celibacy, and Father Murphy, 
who supports the Church’s 
teachings. For Elaine and 
Francis, the onset of their 

relationship coincided with renewed debate within 
the Church. However, as Francis described in a 2003 
letter for CORPUS (a group dedicated to “working for 
a renewed priesthood of married and single men and 
women dedicated to serving God”), they were soon 
disappointed by the Church’s decision to uphold the 

celibacy requirements. Francis 
wrote, “Up to this point, I had 
been in total denial that the 
option to leave the clergy was 
a real one. It was a wrenching 
decision, but . . . Elaine and I 
were married at Holy Cross 
Church in South Portland on 
August 13, 1972.” 

Speaking in regards to her 
recent book of poetry, which 
focuses on the passing of Francis 
four years ago, Elaine said, “The 
world needs love and I have a 
wonderful love story to share  
. . . Some people say it’s helpful 

to know such a love can happen, that it can exist.” Their 
relationship, Elaine says, was built upon their ability 
to communicate and relate with one another through 
their common spiritual beliefs and worldviews. Their 
strong bond enabled them to share their faith and love 
with their community—a foil to the insular, isolated 

CommuniTy ConneCTions: LoCaL 
ConversaTions on reLigion

Elaine G. McGillicuddy and her late husband, Francis. 

Thomas McCormick, A married priest who  
continues to minister.
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relationship Mary and Margaret have with their 
religion and society in Savannah. Unlike Mary, who 
complains how “The bums from the Social Apostolate” 
will reach Heaven even though they’ve lived a life of 
sin and don’t take baths, Elaine has often worked with 
those deemed “undesirable.” For example, when former 
Catholic priest Philip Berrigan and several protestors 
were imprisoned at the Cumberland County Jail in 
1997 following an illegal protest at the Bath Iron Works 
shipyard, Elaine and Francis decided to teach yoga at 
the jail. They continued their “jail ministry” for eleven 
years, long after Berrigan’s 
release, working with many 
of prison’s inmates during 
that time. 

When PlayNotes further 
asked how her spiritual 
beliefs influenced her 
participation in her 
community, Elaine recalled 
the events leading to her 
certification as a leader of 
the Dances of Universal 
Peace, a group dedicated 
to expanding spirituality 
through sacred dance. On a 
retreat to the Midwest in 1996, she learned the Lord’s 
Prayer in Aramaic—the original language that Jesus 
would have spoken in—from Aramaic scholar Dr. Neil 
Douglas-Klotz. It was a “transformative, electrifying 
experience” for her, and she now regularly prays and, 
on occasion, teaches it to others. Elaine explained 
“[Languages] can express realities differently . . . If you 
know more languages, you touch more realities . . . It’s 
more meaningful.” This is, perhaps, a message to also 
be considered in Savannah, as the characters debate the 
translation of Saint Peter’s mission in the Gospels. 

For Lesley Hoey, a physical therapist and former 
teacher with Elaine at the Portland Yoga Studio, the 
use of language and spirituality as tools for peaceful 
communication, conflict resolution, and personal 
development infuse her professional work and personal 
life. She believes that while doing yoga as exercise is 
beneficial, studying and incorporating yoga’s spiritual 
aspects “feeds and nourishes something else within,” 
and can enable her patients to come to peace with the 
emotional “obstacles” of the healing process. When 
PlayNotes asked Lesley about experiences with others 
attempting to change her personal and spiritual beliefs, 
she recollected a disagreement she’d once had: “I said 
something and he didn’t agree with me. He really tried 

to change my mind . . . I just said, ‘Well this is my 
experience . . . I understand where you’re coming from. 
I don’t necessarily agree with it, and I’m honoring my 
own experience. I don’t think there’s anything more that 
we have to say.’ He had a hard time letting it go.” Lesley 
then reflected on the concept of non-violence, or ahimsa, 
a tenet found in such Eastern religions as Buddhism, 
Jainism, and Hinduism. She considers ahimsa to be “the 
taproot of yoga,” through which we can examine the 
“subtle ways in which we can visit violence upon one 
another to try and enforce your opinion or your agenda 

and try and get someone 
else to meet your agenda so 
you can feel a certain way.” 
Over the years, Lesley has 
participated in many study-
groups and workshops that 
focus on peaceful language 
acquisition and application 
in conflict and personal 
reflection. This work, in 
conjunction with her yoga 
training and instruction, 
has helped her understand 
that “In relationships, 
people are trying to get 
their opinion across. Lots 

of arguments happen on a daily basis because someone 
has their own agenda, their own ideas, their own beliefs 
of how things should be according to their model of 
the world.”  When we’re in these situations, Lesley’s 
solution is to “listen to learn about this person and then 
relate to them in that particular way. ‘What’s important 
to you? What are you passionate about?’ Often that can 
really change and flip a dynamic!” 

In The Savannah Disputation, the characters are 
confronted, through discussion of their religious 
beliefs and misunderstandings, by the truth of their 
relationships to one another and their communities. 
Yet, though they still disagree, because they’ve shared 
in each other’s hopes, fears, and revelations—because 
they’ve listened—they are unable to dislike one another. 
At a small table in a teahouse, we found in Elaine and 
Lesley two women who have spent their lives listening 
and relating to others in hopes of promoting a more 
peaceful world. Perhaps Elaine has said it best: “There’s 
nothing like what we discover for ourselves. We’re all so 
unique. One of the things I like about getting older is 
listening more, not trying to say what I know. Listening 
to other people and letting them somehow find it out 
for themselves.” †

A group comes together at an event sponsored by  
Dances of Universal Peace.
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Paul Mullins has directed A Song at Twilight, Heroes, The Center of 
Gravity, Trying, and True West at Portland Stage. Paul is a company member 
at The Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey where he has directed: The Liar, 
Accidental Death of an Anarchist, The Lion In Winter, Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern Are Dead, Richard II, King John, Rhinoceros, All’s Well 
That Ends Well, and The Threepenny Opera. Other regional credits include: 
The Old Globe;  The Studio Theatre, DC; Shakespeare Santa Cruz; and he has 
directed at Chautauqua Theater Company, American Stage, Yale School of 
Drama, and The Juilliard School.

PlayNotes: In your words, what is The Savannah Disputation about?

Paul Mullins: I think The Savannah Disputation is about our faith in our 
religious beliefs—and how they are such a huge part of our lives in some 
ways that we don’t even realize or understand. And when those things 
are called into question, where do we feel confident in ourselves and our 
faith, and where do we realize we’ve taken so much for granted that we 
feel unmoored? It’s about how that’s a part of all of us, whether we feel 
incredibly devout in our beliefs or not. Our beliefs create our communities, 
and a threat not only challenges my belief systems, but challenges my 
community and my relationships with other people, because part of [belief ] is how we make relationships.  

PN: What does it mean to challenge someone’s faith? You seem to be saying it’s not just about faith, it’s about 
community as well.

PM: I think that’s right. And, today, it’s such a personal thing to not only ask people what they believe, but then to 
challenge them, and say, “I don’t think you’re right” . . . I can think of few ways, unless we were attacking your child-
rearing, or your primary relationship with somebody, that we would ever get into something as personal as that. It’s 
a weird thing, because I think it challenges us deeply, intimately, personally—but also as a community of people.

PN: Has this play challenged your faith, or that of people you know?

PM: I think that, as any good discussion does, it makes you ask questions of what you think. So yes, of course, it’s 
asked me to examine [my faith]. I don’t know that it’s changed my mind on anything, but it certainly has asked me 
to consider not only what I believe, but how I came to believe those things.

PN: What are some of the unique challenges of directing a play that treats a very sensitive topic so lightly?

PM: I think the great thing Evan Smith has done is that in talking about something so taboo, so personal, so “don’t 
get into my business,” he’s also made sure that it’s funny. So we can listen to it, and let these questions be asked of us, 
and still be able to laugh at it—at the very things about us that make these taboo subjects. And at the same time, the 
challenge in doing the play is in making sure we’re not making fun of anybody: we’re understanding, we’re laughing 
with these people.

PN: What is the value in laughing at the taboo?

PM: I think the things that we take so seriously—rightfully so—in life, we have to find humor in them, the irony in 
them. They’re the biggest questions of life, and it’s already so serious that if we can’t laugh at ourselves and at each 
other . . . I think the living is not as rich, the living is not as vibrant, the living is not as good as it is if we can find 
ways to laugh at ourselves, and say, “Yes! These are unanswerable! So let’s enjoy the fact that we’ll never figure it out. 
Let’s enjoy what it does and does not give us.” It’s like life. You should laugh. Laughing is good. †

inTervieW WiTh The direCTor

Paul Mullins.
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Humanity has always been driven by the need for 
investigation and understanding, and few topics require 
examination more urgently than religion. As the way we 
make sense of the world we find ourselves in, and bring 
ourselves together with our communities, religion has 
started more debates and disagreements than perhaps 
any other topic of discussion, and it should come as no 
surprise that the differences in faith between Margaret, 
Mary, and Melissa lead to some heated 
arguments in The Savannah Disputation. 
But there’s no need to assume that 
an argument is a bad thing—in fact, 
The Savannah Disputation situates 
itself comically within a tradition of 
academic debate going back almost  
a millennium. 

A “disputation” was the name given 
to certain theological debates in the 
medieval and early Renaissance periods, 
and it continues to be used in theology 
today. Certain qualities differentiate 
a disputation from other types of 
argument: a disputation typically 
requires that the disputants rely on the 
authority of sacred text, for example, and demands a 
thorough examination of multiple issues presented by 
both parties. Disputations were considered a method 
for discovering truth and resolving disagreements in the 
medieval church, and the technique was applied to a vast 
array of subjects. The truth was only the nominal goal 
of the earliest disputations; in practice, they sometimes 
served far more questionable purposes.

The earliest disputations we have records of were 
attempts at conversion, and as such tended to be highly 
one-sided. In 1263, an ex-Jew—a Dominican monk 
named Pablo Christiani—engaged in a disputation 
before James I with a renowned Jewish scholar, Rabbi 
Moses ben Nahman, popularly known today as Ramban. 
Christiani’s stated goal was to prove to the Jews that the 
Messiah had already come, using their own scriptures. 
Though hesitant, Ramban knew that penalties could fall 
on him and other Jewish leaders if they failed to attend, 
and he appeared. However, he made a request for 
complete freedom of speech during the debate. This was 
granted (a surprising accession, given the time period), 
and the disputation formally began. 

Surprisingly, it seems that Ramban not only held his 
own in the debate but, thanks to the guarantee of 
free speech, actually managed to impress many of the 
Christians gathered with the strength of his arguments. 
The disputation’s focus was on whether or not the 
Messiah had arrived; it did not center specifically on 
Jesus (the Christian Messiah) as a person, however. 
Robert Chazan, in his 1977 account of the debate, 

points out that this fact indicates 
almost certain Christian control over 
the agenda. After all, the way the 
debate was structured, Judaism could be 
disproved, but not Christianity.  Despite 
this adverse premise, Ramban gave a 
defense that impressed at least James I. 
According to Ramban’s report, which 
has survived, Christiani’s determination 
to use Jewish texts against the faithful 
seems to have backfired. Ramban was 
a skilled debater, and continuously 
brought the focus of the discussion 
away from the Jewish articles of faith, 
and back to the problems posed by 
Christiani’s claims that Christianity 
could be validated through Jewish 

scripture. According to Ramban’s report, when the 
disputation was concluded, James I declared, “I have 
never seen a man whose case is wrong argue it as well as 
you.” For both Jews and for Christians, this Barcelona 
Disputation established the academic forum as a 
potent way to explore theological truths and confront  
potential heresy. 

Disputations were later seized on in full force during 
the period of arguably the greatest heresy of the 
Catholic Church’s history: the Protestant Reformation, 
led by Martin Luther with his 95 Theses. In 1518, 
just half a year after the publication of the Theses, 
Luther participated in a formal disputation held in 
Heidelberg. Today the text of Luther’s arguments in 
the Heidelberg Disputation is a foundational work for 
Lutheran theology, and is considered in many ways 
more substantial a development than the Theses, since 
the Disputation marked a huge break from traditional 
Catholic theology. 

famous disPuTaTions  
Through The ages

Rabbi Moses ben Nahman.

Continued on the next page.
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The Heidelberg Disputation presents a case against 
justification “by works” that lies at the root of many 
modern Protestant creeds. Among the text’s assertions 
are the claim that “The works of the righteous would 
be mortal sins if they would not be feared as mortal 
sins by the righteous themselves out of pious fear of 
God.” Luther denigrates the role of free will and the 
human ability to choose goodness while mired in a state 
of sin, and in contrast to the doctrine of justification 
by works (good deeds get you into heaven), Luther 
proposes a new justification by faith (only pure belief 
gets you into heaven). While we do not know who 
Luther was debating at this time, it is clear that in some 
ways the debate was a success for Luther: he won the 
opportunity for another disputation, at Leipzig, and 
further distanced himself from the Church of Rome. 
Like many revolutionary thinkers, he was beginning to 
attract his own adherents and followers as well.

Very few revolutionary figures have caused as much 
dissension or fervor in the Christian community as 
Martin Luther, but one who comes close is Charles 
Darwin. The centerpiece of Darwin’s work, the theory 
of Evolution by Natural Selection—a fundamental 
principle of modern biology—was roundly dismissed 
by many religious authorities when it first appeared in 
1859. Darwin himself was not one to take to the stand to 
defend his ideas, but he had many admirers and defenders 
in the scientific community, and the conflict between 
these members and the reigning orthodoxy came to a 
head at the British Association for the Advancement 
of Science meeting in 1860. Thomas Huxley, a younger 
scientist later to become known as “Darwin’s Bulldog,” 
faced off against “Soapy” Sam Wilberforce, the Bishop 
of Oxford and a fierce opponent of natural selection.

As with many disputations, the exact events are difficult 
to pin down. What is known is that Wilberforce and his 
mentor, Richard Owen, planned for the debate, and after 
the business of the meeting was concluded, Wilberforce 
rose to deliver an attack on Darwinist evolutionary 
theory. He was, by all accounts, an impressive speaker, 
but he finished with a near-fatal quip: he asked 
sardonically whether it was from his grandfather’s or 
his grandmother’s side that Huxley considered himself 
descended from a monkey. Huxley rose to deliver a well-
composed defense of Darwin’s work, though he was 
reported not to be as strong a speaker (he had difficulty 
reaching the back of the hall). The exchange that has 
gone down in legend, though, is Huxley’s response to 
Wilberforce’s joke: “If there were an ancestor whom I 
should feel shame recalling, it would rather be a man, a 
man of restless and versatile intellect, who, not content 
with an equivocal success in his own sphere of activity, 
plunges into scientific questions with which he had no 
real acquaintance.” 

History has given the better “score” in this disputation 
to Huxley. It is telling, however, that, at the time, each 
side essentially believed that it had emerged triumphant. 
Indeed, this was the case with almost all of the famous 
disputations we have records of. Two sides would meet, 
argue a case, and then leave—both more convinced of their 
position than before. Is the disputation, then, really a tool 
for finding truth? Or is it just an exercise in the defense 
of one’s beliefs? Whatever the case, there can be little 
doubt that over the years these debates have shaped 
and even revolutionized our intellectual heritage—
and their descendants continue to influence our lives  
every day. †

Christian and Jewish shcolars engage  
in a disputation (1483).

Thomas Huxley.
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Comedy has been used by writers for thousands of 
years to entertain audiences and readers alike. The 
content of comedy, however, is specific to its time and 
culture, and comedic works 
can lose their relevance over 
time. One aspect of comedy 
that has remained constant 
is its mixture of divisive 
topics with humor. Even as 
acrimonious subjects evolve 
alongside culture, our desire 
to address controversial 
topics through the protective 
guise of comedy has lasted. 

The tradition of covering 
provocative topics comically 
traces all the way back to the 
ancient Greeks. In the satire Lysistrata by Aristophanes, 
first performed in 411 B.C.E., the women of Greece 
withhold sexual privileges from their powerful husbands. 
Their aim is to end the Peloponnesian War (lasting 
from 431 to 404 B.C.E.) through this sensual stalemate. 
Lysistrata, the creator of this ambitious plan, calls 

women from across the Greek city-states to participate. 
She thereby expands the play’s scope from Athens to 
across the Mediterranean, transforming it into a large-
scale protest. While the women’s methods are absurd, 
their crusade for peace is a serious one. Historians 
agree that this thirty-year conflict was brutal. Scholar 
R. F. Tenenbaum writes in his article “Who Started 
the Peloponnesian War?” that no party involved in the 
conflict could even remember which side was the first 
aggressor. The safety of comedy allowed Aristophanes 
to respond critically to a brutal war, observing the great 
lengths to which many Greeks would go to in order to 
end it. Indeed, writing plays critical of national policy in 
Greece was a dangerous game, as H. D. Westlake argues 
in his essay “The Lysistrata and the War:” “A comic poet 
might well have felt himself likely to be endangered 
if he were to voice his opinions too bluntly on topical 
issues.” The veil of comedy can often protect writers 
from political repercussions. 

The threat of repercussions has not been eliminated in 
the time since Aristophanes. More modern authors still 
worry about the authorities’ response to their plays. Dario 

Fo, an Italian playwright, 
has faced government 
criticism throughout his 
career. His most recognized 
work, The Accidental Death 
of an Anarchist (1970), dealt 
with events in Italy in 1969 
when a known anarchist was 
investigated for a bombing 
at a train station. It was later 
discovered the government 
had a part in  both the 
bombing and the mysterious 
death of the suspect. Fo’s 
play features the character 

of the Maniac, painted as the classic Fool, who dons 
various disguises, tricking the police and transforming 
the dynamics of politcal control. 

Dario Fo and his collaborator and wife, Franca Rame, 
have faced criticism from both the Italian and the U.S. 

governments for their radical work and politics. New 
York Times reporter Celestine Bohlen remembers when 
they “were refused entry into the United States in the 
1980s under longstanding laws denying visas to people 
who took part in antigovernment activities.” Rame has 
faced more serious consequences for her work that 
tends to be more overtly political, and was the victim 
of a brutal sexual assault. In 1973, Allegations that the 
attack was carried out under government instruction  
are widespread. 

Political commentary like that of Fo is not the only 
prickly topic comedy confronts. Serious matters outside 
the political sphere are often covered as well. The genre 
of “black comedy” is famous for dealing with dark 
subjects such as death and heartbreak for the sake of 
laughter. Eugene Ionesco is known for his absurd and 

Lysistrata at the Dallas Opera (2012).

“humor me”: Comedy  
and ConTroversy

“A joke’s a very serious thing.” – Charles Churchill

Continued on the next page.
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surrealist comedies that deal with darker topics. In his 
play Amédée or How to Get Rid of It (1954), Ionesco 
explores the breakdown of a marriage through the 
bizarre argument about a mysterious corpse residing 
in the next room. Amédée and Madeline argue about 
what to do with the body that is causing more and more 
trouble in their lives, infecting their flat with mushrooms 
and the ever-growing job of corpse maintenance. 
While the play delivers laughs due to its absurdity, 
the reality of the situation the characters are living in 
isn’t a joke: the play confronts issues of death and loss. 
Laughing at someone else’s misfortune—like having an 
inconvenient but beloved corpse for a roommate—can be  
divisive in itself.

It can be especially controversial to laugh at the expense 
of others, particularly during serious or painful moments. 
Sometimes, however, people use laughter to heal or 
manage their difficult feelings; sometimes we just need 
to laugh to overcome difficult times. After 9/11, the 
American television comedic staple Saturday Night Live 
found themselves in a difficult position. It was their job 
to make people laugh, but it was less than a month since 
the terrorist attack had occurred mere blocks from their 
studios. When their first show after the attack aired, 
they confronted the problem head on. Producer Lorne 
Michaels joined Mayor Rudy Giuliani, live. Authors 
Ted Gournelos and Viveca Green remember the event 
in their book A Decade of Dark Humor, “after an awkward 
pause, Michaels asked Giuliani, ‘Can we be funny?’ The 
audience laughed anxiously, perhaps in anticipation of a 
restored play frame. Giuliani responded . . . ‘Why start 
now?’ Seemingly relieved, the live audience laughed 
again, harder.” That night, SNL knew what their 
audience, and by extension, America, was craving—a 
hearty laugh after such a devastating disaster. 

Beyond national tragedies and political commentary, 
societal issues are often the target of comedy too. 

Clybourne Park by Bruce Norris is a recent example 
of satire and the discussion of topics that would be 
considered “impolite” at a dinner party. Written in 2010, 
Clybourne Park returns to the issues of race in America 
using Lorraine Hansberry’s famed play, A Raisin in the 
Sun (1959), as its springboard. The play begins with a 
discussion between white neighbors and their discovery 
that their home, which has just been sold, was bought by 
the Youngers, the family shown in Hansberry’s classic. 
The second act turns the tables on the first, jumping 
into the present day when a white family has bought 
the home from relatives of the former owners, while 
the neighborhood is now mostly black. This discussion 
of gentrification delivers laughs and then discomfort, 
forcing its audience to confront racism, something 
the American public often pretends is a problem of 
the past. Critic for The New York Times, Ben Brantley, 
summarized a 2012 production at the Walter Kerr 
Theater as a “sharp-witted, sharp-toothed comedy of 
American uneasiness.” By allowing us to laugh about 
what propriety does not allow us to discuss in other 
contexts, we are forced to reflect on why we are laughing 
and examine ourselves. 

Discussing sensitive topics in comedy has been a time-
honored tradition. Evan Smith enters into this tradition 
with The Savannah Disputation by examining religion, 
which is, along with money and politics, considered one 
of the three classically taboo conversation topics. Many 
playwrights, like Smith, have chosen comedy as their 
tool to investigate more controversial topics. Sometimes 
those topics are dangerously political, and the veil 
of comedy provides a safety net from repercussions. 
Sometimes comedy lowers our defenses to speak about 
contentious topics. Other times tragedy strikes us and 
our best coping mechanism is laughter. As master 
satirist Mark Twain retorts, “The human race has one 
really effective weapon, and that is laughter.” †

Lorne Michaels and Rudy Giuliani on SNL just after the 
September 11th attacks.

A production of Clybourne Park at the 
Walter Kerr Theater in 2012.
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Author and blogger Kent Annan defines a crisis of 
faith as a time when “you seriously question whether 
what you believe/how you see/what you’re committed 
to is actually true.” This phrase is most often applied 
to religious doubts, but can also refer to conflicting 
emotions surrounding careers, whether to have kids, 
where to “settle down,” and other big life decisions. 
Whether or not one is religious, we can all relate to 
this intense feeling of uncertainty 
and confusion when a cornerstone 
of our identity gets knocked out of 
place. How individuals bounce back 
(or don’t) from these doubts can form 
a significant part of how they define 
themselves for the rest of their lives. 

Perhaps one of the most high-profile 
and surprising crises of faith was 
that suffered by Mother Teresa. In a 
2007 TIME article entitled “Mother 
Teresa’s Crisis of Faith,” journalist 
David Van Biema details how the 
public at large found out about Teresa’s 
spiritual darkness. Her crisis of faith 
came to light in a book compiled by 
the Rev. Brian Kolodiejchuk called 
Mother Teresa: Come Be My Light, 
which contains 66 years’ worth of 
“correspondence between Teresa and her confessors. 
 . . . [The letters] reveal that for the last nearly half-century 
of her life she felt no presence of God whatsoever.” 

Though Teresa remained cheerful on the outside, Van 
Biema writes that “the Teresa of the letters lived in a 
state of deep and abiding spiritual pain. . . . She compares 
the experience to hell and at one point says it has driven 
her to doubt the existence of heaven and even of God.”  
This is not entirely uncommon. Van Biema says, “The 
Spanish mystic St. John of the Cross in the 10th century 
coined the term the ‘dark night’ of the soul to describe 
a characteristic stage in the growth of some spiritual 
masters.” What is unusual is the long time Teresa went 
without feeling the presence of God in her life. However, 
author Rev. James Martin says that Come Be My Light 
“may be remembered as just as important as her ministry 
to the poor. It would be a ministry to people who had 
experienced some doubt, some absence of God in their 
lives. And you know who that is? Everybody. Atheists, 

doubters, seekers, believers, everyone.” The fact that 
Mother Teresa—who is seen as one of the most faithful 
people in the world—had such profound doubts about 
her faith could be reassuring to those struggling with  
their own doubts. 

Religious or not, people take comfort in knowing they 
are not alone in their feelings, especially for those who 

are unable to reconcile their crisis of 
faith and end up leaving their old 
beliefs behind. In 2012, The New York 
Times profiled former preacher Jerry 
DeWitt, a resident of a small town 
in Louisiana who, after spending 25 
years as a traveling preacher, arrived at 
a point of no return. Over the years, 
DeWitt read material from authors 
like Carl Sagan, Joseph Campbell, and 
Richard Dawkins, and found himself 
increasingly unable to shake the idea 
that his faith was irrational. 

DeWitt had no one in his community 
to turn to, and so became a member 
of The Clergy Project. According to 
their website, The Clergy Project “is 
a confidential online community for 
active and former professional clergy/

religious leaders who do not hold supernatural beliefs.” 
The site seeks to act as a support system for its members 
to help them move past their crisis of faith and on to 
the next path in their lives. DeWitt found solace in 
this group, and later became the executive director of 
the group Recovering from Religion. He continues to 
speak at different atheist and secular humanist events  
in the South. 

In overcoming and moving past his crisis of faith, 
DeWitt supports Kent Annan’s idea that a crisis of 
faith can actually be a blessing in disguise. Though it is 
neither easy nor free from pain, Annan says, “It’s good 
because we want to be open to truth and what it means 
for us. . . . It’s a chance to ask if we can receive something 
new and true, regardless of whether it’s disturbing 
or liberating.” Van Biema agrees, stating that when 
dealing with crises of faith, “there are two responses to 

doubT and Crises of faiTh

Mother Teresa. 

Continued on the next page.
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trauma: to hold onto it in all its vividness and remain 
its captive, or without necessarily ‘conquering’ it, to 
gradually integrate it into the day-by-day.” While we 
commonly think of crises of faith as something occurring 
within religion, similar doubts and internal conflicts can 
occur within secular groups as well. One such example 
is the Israeli military, which requires military service for 
all Israeli citizens once they turn 18. In 2001 when a 
large Palestinian uprising occurred in the West Bank, 
the military saw a huge spike in the number of soldiers 
dodging the draft, refusing to serve in certain areas, 
or cutting their military service or reserve duty short. 
Though serving in the military is one of the foundations 
of Israeli society, many of these refusers were doing so 
in protest of Israel’s policies toward citizens of the West 
Bank and Gaza. The Guardian quoted 20-year-old Eyal 
Rozenberg: “The army is being used to defend and 
further a policy I do not agree with but was assisting.  
. . . Every morning when I woke up I was torn between 
what I was doing and what I believed in.”

While some people (such as DeWitt and Rozenberg) 
never do return to their old faith or mode of thinking, 
many others do overcome their crisis and emerge stronger 
in their beliefs than before. After spending more than 
10 years feeling loss and intense sadness, Mother Teresa 
met the Rev. Joseph Neuner in the 1950s, and he advised 
her out of her doubt and “darkness” by helping her to 
see her experience in a different way. Van Biema writes, 
“the idea that . . . his felt absence might be the ordeal she 
had prayed for, that her perseverance in its face might 
echo his faith unto death on the Cross, that it might 
indeed be a grace, enhancing the efficacy of her calling, 
made sense of her pain.” Neuner himself wrote, “It was 
the redeeming experience of her life when she realized 
that the night of her heart was the special share she had 
in Jesus’ passion.” Though feeling the absence of God 
was not the direction Teresa pictured her relationship 

with Him going, framing it in this way allowed her to 
overcome her crisis and keep her spirituality intact.

Another such person who overcame his crisis of faith 
was Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. For a 
short time when he was a student, Kierkegaard became 
estranged from both his father and the Christian faith. 
Right before his father’s death in 1838, however, he 
reconciled both these estrangements and went on to 
become a prominent Christian existential philosopher. 
In Kierkegaard’s eyes, “Christian faith is not a matter of 
regurgitating church dogma. It is a matter of individual 
subjective passion, which cannot be mediated by the 
clergy or by human artifacts.” 

Interestingly (and almost paradoxically), Kierkegaard’s 
beliefs were so strong that they contributed to critiques 
of Christianity. Encyclopedia Britannica’s book The 
100 Most Influential Philosophers tells how Kierkegaard 
“said that his writings as a whole are religious. They are 
best seen as belonging to the prophetic traditions, in 
which religious beliefs become the basis for a critique 
of the religious communities that profess them.” In 
fact, Kierkegaard says that “if we choose faith we must 
suspend our reason in order to believe in something 
higher than reason. In fact we must believe by virtue 
of the absurd.” Kierkegaard’s thoughts on faith and 
absurdity are detailed in one of his best known works, 
Fear and Trembling (1843), which was written under the 
pseudonym Johannes de Silentio.

Whether religious or secular, crises of faith are something 
all humans experience throughout their lives. While 
navigating these doubts and questions about what we 
believe and who we are can be a rocky road, most people 
eventually emerge in a better place. They may be even 
stronger in their beliefs, or their personal tenets may 
have evolved into belief in something else. Whatever 
the case, it is clear that while a crisis of faith is often 
an earth-shaking force, it can also be a centering one. †

Philosopher Søren Kierkegaard.

Doubting one’s faith can create uncertainty.
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insTanT Lessons
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning

Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities

1.  Read the article “Doubt and Crises of Faith” on pp. 25–26. Think about a time when you had a crisis of faith and/
or conscience. How did you, or did you not, overcome your doubt? Did your experience with doubt influence your 
beliefs? Write a short story or monologue detailing your experience and responding to these questions. 

2.  Read the article “Spreading the Word” on pp. 16–17. What is one belief—either religious or secular—that you 
hold very strongly? Break into groups of three and explain your different beliefs and why they’re important to you. 
Do you believe that everyone should hold this belief ? Why or why not? As a group, discuss the potential pros and 
cons of attempting to convince others to believe what you believe. Create a chart that outlines these pros and cons. 

3.  Read the article “The History of Evangelism in America” on p. 13. How did evangelism become a prominent 
religious movement in America? Choose and research a prominent person involved in the past or present evangelical 
movement in the United States (other than Jonathan Edwards) and write a short essay on their impact. In what ways 
was the Evangelist you chose either within or outside of mainstream U.S. culture at their time?  

4.  As a class, choose an event that happened at school recently. Divide into groups and discuss what you remember 
about the event. In your group, create a short play about the event from your group’s viewpoint, and act the event out 
for the class. Observe the similarities and differences between the moments of the event that your group chose to act 
out versus the moments that other groups chose to portray. Is it possible to say that one rendition is “more correct” 
than another? How can we judge the validity of one version of a text or event portrayal versus another? 

5.  What is a “disputation?” Read the article “Famous Disputations Through the Ages” on pp. 21–22. Then, divide 
into two groups and stage your own disputation by recreating a historical disputation discussed in the article, or 
by choosing and researching a new topic. Be sure to use textual authority to support your arguments. After your 
disputation, reflect as a class on what happened. In what ways can disputations positively or negatively affect our 
own beliefs and understandings of the world around us? 

Making Connections: Post-Show Activities

1.  At the end of The Savannah Disputation, playwright Evan Smith leaves many of the play’s questions unanswered, 
particularly what the news from the doctor’s office is and whether or not Mary will go back to church on Sunday. 
Did you feel that not knowing the answers to these questions made the play’s ending more or less enjoyable to you? 
What do you think happens to the characters after the play ends?

2.  How did the prop and set design of Portland Stage’s production influence your understanding of the characters 
and their interactions with their world? If you were designing the set for a production of The Savannah Disputation, 
what might you do differently? 

3.  Did any of the situations depicted in the play cause you to reconsider how you approach and talk with people whose 
beliefs are different than yours? Read the article “Community Connections” on pp. 18–19, and, as a class, discuss how 
the women interviewed in the article tackled differences of opinion in their lives. In what ways were their methods 
similar and different to the way the characters in The Savannah Disputation approached their disagreements? What 
points do you think the playwright was trying to make in the way he structured the arguments in the play?

4.  After seeing The Savannah Disputation, discuss as a class how this play uses comedy to examine questions of 
religion. Read the article “Humor Me” on pp. 23–24 for an overview of the use of comedy in the history of theater. 
Then choose a controversial issue to write a comedic monologue or short scene about. Cast your script and perform 
it for the class. How did your group’s use of comedy influence your audience’s perception of the issue?
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Antichrist: Traditionally, the Antichrist is a figure in the Christian cosmology 
who will oppose Christ at the end of days. However, the scriptural basis for 
this claim is fuzzy. Many conservative Protestants identify the papacy as the 
Antichrist, but the word “antichrist” is not used in the Book of Revelation. 
The word appears in the Bible only in the Letters of John, where it is unclear 
whether there is a single Antichrist or several, and whether the figure is 
supernatural or a heretical person. 

Apostasy: The formal renunciation of a previously adhered-to religion. Someone 
who has committed apostasy is referred to within their previous religion  
as an apostate. 

Apostolic Succession: The claim for a direct line of authority coming from 
the original apostles of Jesus. Theoretically, the apostles (among them St. 
Peter) personally anointed early bishops as their immediate successors; these 
bishops anointed the next set, and so on. The Catholic Church claims direct 
descent from Saint Peter, though the historical veracity of this is nearly  
impossible to determine.

Aramaic: a Semitic language that influenced both modern Arabic and 
Hebrew, and was the common tongue in Israel during the Second Temple 
period, from 530 B.C.E to 70 C.E. (and therefore was almost certainly the 
language used by Jesus and his disciples). Modern Aramaic survives, though 
it is not as widespread.

Chair of St. Peter: According to tradition, a chair used by St. Peter that 
later served as the seat of the Catholic popes. It is currently housed in St. 
Peter’s Basilica, in Vatican City, surrounded by a gilt sculpture created by 
the Renaissance artist Bernini. The actual wooden chair residing inside the 
sculpture, however, was given to the Vatican as a gift in 875 C.E.

Disputation: A discussion entered upon by two (usually opposing) sides, 
with the nominal purpose of discovering and confirming the truth of a 
matter. Rules governing disputations generally include a dependence 
on authoritative written sources, and a full exploration of each side of 
the topic. There is a long history of disputation in the Catholic Church, 
and in Christianity in general; the earliest disputations, in the medieval 
period, were held between monks and Jews in an attempt to convert 
local Jewish populations, and they became very popular again during the  
Protestant Reformation.

Ex cathedra: (literally, “from the chair”) A technical distinction used to designate which utterances of the pope 
are considered infallible—immune to error or failure. To be speaking ex cathedra, it must be clear that the pope is 
speaking in his role as head of the Church (as opposed, say, to his role as head of Vatican City), and he must be 
speaking on a doctrine of faith or morals. It must be evident that he intends to define or set a point of doctrine in 
an absolute, final manner (this is usually indicated in the form of the address), and he must be clearly speaking to 
all Catholics around the world. 

gLossary

The Chair of St. Peter.

A 14th century representation  
of the Antichrist.
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Excommunication: (literally, “out of the community”) A censure 
in the Catholic Church that deprives the subject of Christians’ 
spiritual benefits by cutting them off from the Church. 
Excommunicated Catholics can no longer take part in the rites 
and sacraments of the Church. In order to return to the fold, 
an excommunicated person must first seek absolution for his/her 
exile, and only then (once again a part of the Church) can they be 
absolved of the fundamental sin.

The Inquisition: The name now given to a series of events 
that took place over several centuries in the medieval and 
early Renaissance periods, in which the Catholic Church 
sought out and passed judgment on suspected heretics 
around Europe. Punishment ranged from requiring heretics 
to repent and wear a cross sewn into their clothes, to torture 
or death for more obstinate heretics. Today, the Inquisition 
is probably best known for its role in witch hunts (which began in Germany), and the  
Spanish Inquisition, known for its brutality and its targeting of native Jews and Muslims.

Magisterium of the Church: The collective of the Catholic Church’s authorities and their wisdom (the pope 
and bishops). Backed by the concept of Apostolic Succession (see above), the Church holds that certain truths 
and revelations were left untaught by Jesus, but that thanks to his teachings 
the apostles and their successors were able to reveal these truths in later years. 
The Magisterium’s teachings are the source and sustenance of many Church 
traditions, such as clerical celibacy.

Profession of Faith: There are a number of professions of faith—simple 
declarations that form the backbone of a Christian’s belief—that are popular 
among Catholic and Protestant churches. The Apostles’ Creed may date back as 
far as the second century C.E. It is one of the most popular in the world, and is 
typically the one taught to Catholic schoolchildren. Catholics typically recite a 
profession of faith after the homily given by the priest each week at mass.

St. Christopher Medal: St. Christopher was a Catholic saint of either the third 
or the fourth century C.E. He is supposed to have once carried a child (later 
revealed to be Jesus) across a dangerous river. Saint Christopher medals, usually 
with a depiction of this legendary act, are popular pendants used to show devotion and ask for blessing. Christopher 
is the patron saint of travelers, but also of bachelors and of holy death. He is believed to protect against plagues, 
storms, and accidental death.

Shriners: An international fraternity that describe themselves as “based 
on fun, fellowship and the Masonic principles of brotherly love, relief 
and truth.” They are an appendant body to the Freemasons, the world’s 
most famous fraternity, and are generally focused on community 
enrichment. They also frequently participate in local parades, wearing 
their distinctive fezzes and often dressed to a theme or riding in  
miniaturized cars. 

Social Apostolate: the Social Apostolate of Savannah is a real charity 
run by the Catholic Diocese of Savannah since 1968. Targeting “the 
poor, the homeless, the disabled, and the ‘at risk’” in the area, the group 
offers services such as a soup kitchen, thrift store, and special events.

A painting of events during the Inquisition in the 
Banco Centro Museum.

St. Christopher Medal. 

A Shriners parade.
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PorTLand sTage ComPany

eduCaTion and ouTreaCh

Life Discovered. Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people explore 
all the elements of theater from the inside out—writing, production, performance, and more.  
With a focus on literacy, cultural awareness, and creative thinking, we provide students in 
grades K-12 with the tools to discover the valuable lessons that exist at the intersection of 
theater and life.

Play Me A Story 
Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage kids 
while inspiring teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   
Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with 
words” that combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  
Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater 
performances and post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes
Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of 
information for teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops
Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show 
enhancement, building deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project
Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays 
festival, inspiring local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps
Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people 
essential tools in finding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

The Intern Company
Nurturing and developing 9-10 young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals that 
will become the next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where 
you can take part, visit the EDUCATION pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org.
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disCussion Programs

for The generaL PubLiC

Dialogue between artists and audience is an integral part of Portland Stage’s creative 
process—talking in the theater is encouraged at public discussions held in conjunction with 
each of our Mainstage productions.

The Artistic Perspective brings audience members together with special guests who offer unique viewpoints on 
the productions in our season.  Each discussion illuminates a different aspect of the world of the play or of the 
creative process.   (Held after the first 2:00 p.m. Sunday matinee performance.) 

Page to Stage connects the audience more fully to the background ideas that go into creating a production.  
Presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library, discussions provide context on the literary, social, and 
rehearsal aspects of the play.  (Held at the Portland Public Library at 12:00 noon the Tuesday after a show opens.)

Curtain Call builds off the collaborative energy between audience and actors following a performance.  Discussing 
process, performance, and emotion, artists and audience develop a deeper understanding of their shared 
experience. (Held after the second 2:00 p.m.  Sunday matinee performance.)

disCussion daTes for  
The Savannah DiSpuTaTion

The arTisTiC PersPeCTive

sunday, arPiL 27Th 
foLLWing The 2 Pm maTinee

Page To sTage

Tuesday, aPriL 29Th

noon aT The PorTLand PubLiC Library

CurTain CaLL

sunday, may 4Th 
foLLoWing The 2 Pm maTinee
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