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At the mention of using drama in the church, some people raise their eyebrows and say, “Didn’t Ellen White have something to say about theatre?”

To be sure, her writings have numerous references to the theatrical entertainments of her day and to the “extravagant expenditure of means” on their production and attendance. Her fears for the moral well-being of theatre patrons were well founded. 

Music halls promoted vice and immorality both from the stage and from the audience, which included sly grog dealers, prostitutes and pick-pockets.

Because actors made a living pretending to be something they were not, they were frauds – dishonest people. To be an actress implied easy virtue.

Music-hall routines were gaudy and frivolous. Their sensational display and vulgar humour appealed to a public looking for a momentary escape from lives of dreariness. All this was anathema to Ellen White, who clearly saw theatres as a distraction to Christianity.

The theatre offered a false and at best temporary salvation. The glorification of self and theatrical effect for its own sake were not compatible with the Christian concept of self-denial and humility.

While Ellen White’s criticisms of “theatre going” were justified, she did not reject the use of drama as a means of portraying the gospel story. She was worried that the sensational might be substituted for the converting power and conviction of the Holy Spirit. But she supported the use of dramatic symbolism as used by Jesus Himself. Drama can be used to trivialize and sensationalize. But it can also be used to teach, to uplift and to encourage. In these latter areas, it has few rivals.

The drama Ellen White criticised conflicted with and competed with Christianity. Its themes did not “elevate the mind” as could the story of redemption. The telling of parables, the re-enactment of Biblical themes, is what Christianity is about. 

We are indeed a “spectacle unto men and to angels.” The drama of the universal conflict needs to be told in as many ways as there are people to hear.

