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The Human Quest for Meaning: Theatre as a
Vehicle for Dialogue

TYRONE GRIMA
MALTA COLLEGE OF ARTS SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

CHRISTIAN COLOMBO
UNIVERSITY OF MALTA

[ABSTRACT] “The Human Quest for Meaning” is a critical analy—
sis of a theatre project and its post—perforlnance webinars held to
discuss the thematic of the production. The theoretical framework
of this project investigates in a qualitative manner to what extent a
performance can serve as a medium to facilitate dialogue on exis-
tentialist issues. The article juxtaposes this study against a literature
review embedded in the Christian and non-Christian framework
of existentialist philosophy. It proceeds by elucidating further on
the methodology endorsed. Taking as a basis the production Agnes
of God, the aim was to create a platform of diaioguc between the-
ists and atheists. This objective is studied through interviews and
questionnaires held with the actors, the academics who gave key—
note speeches in two webinars, and the audience members. The
insights allowed the researchers to delve deeper into the question

that this project is asking through an in—depth anaiysis.

[KEYWORDS] spiritua]ity, existentialism, theatre, diaioguc

Introduction

Religion and faith have been the basis of the Maltese cultural identity
for many centuries and the Roman Catholic Church has contributed
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signiﬁcantly to the dcvclopmcnt of the social and political fabric of the
country. In fact, the second article of the Maltese constitution does not
just state that “the religion of Malta is the Roman Catholic Apostolic
Religion,” but goes as far as to state that “the authorities of the Roman
Catholic Apostolic Church have the duty and the right to teach which
principles are right and which are wrong” and that “religious teaching of
the Roman Catholic Apostolic Faith shall be provided in all State schools
as part of compulsory education.”

A 2007 survey of Maltese people found that over 99 percent of the
respondents believed in God, with 99 percent of believers identifying as
Catholic? Contrasting these findings, in a 2018 survey, 94 percent of sur-
vey respondents identified as Catholic while only 64 percent considered
themselves as practicing members.” Around 4.5 percent of respondents in
this 2018 survey considered themselves atheist or agnostic, as opposed to
0.7 percent in 2007. The 2018 figures were more or less confirmed in the
“State of the Nation” survey carried out by the Office of the President of
Malta in 2021." The trajectory is quite clear. If the statistics concerning the
younger generation are anything to go by, it is likely that this shift will
accelerate, since the number of atheists among the 16 to 25 year-old pop-
ulation is close to double that of the 8 percent of the whole population
that identifies as atheists.’

As has occurred in other countries, particularly in the Western hemi-
sphere, faith has become optional in Malta.® There are three possible rea-
sons for this shift in the Maltese reality. The new millennium brought in
with it the democratization of the internet, whereby the Maltese could
transcend their insular, islander mentality by becoming more aware of
contemporary developments in other countries. This was reinforced by
Malta’s admission to the European Union in 2004, which increased expo-
nentially the flow of Maltese leaving the country and other Europeans
coming to live in Malta.” This cross-fertilization of ideas, and the expo-
sure to contemporary ideologies, set the terrain for a shift in mentality.
Furthermore, a change of government in 2013 was crucial to the process
of secularization. The Labour Party replaced the conservative Nationalist
Party, which had been in power for seventeen years. The Labour Party
adopted a more liberal approach and promoted secularization.

As a result, a wave of not-unexpected reaction, often rooted in religious

fundamentalism, has come from both sides: theists in Malta frcqucnt]y
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present a scenario of apocalyptic doom whereas the atheists/non-theists per-
ceive believers as incapable of detaching from their deep-rooted need for reli-
gion. A rise in fundamentalism, witnessed in other countries, too, has been
“rcgardcd by others with alarm as a symptom of growing irrationality and
intolerance in everyday life.”* As Charles Taylor explains about increasing sec-
ularism, generally, it is imperative to: “avoid the naivetés on all sides: either
that unbelief is just the faﬂing away of any sense of fullness, or the bctrayal
of it (what theists sometimes are tempted to think of atheists); or that belief
is just a set of theories attempting to make sense of experiences which we
all have, and whose real nature can be understood purely immanently (what

" Every person secks

atheists are sometimes tempted to think about theists).
to find meaning and purpose in life, and Victor Frankl asserts that this search
is their “primary motivation in life”'® However, the dcvc]opmcnt of rciigious
and nonreligious fundamentalism in Malta has hampered such searching
and often makes it difficult for individuals to be authentic—that is, true to
themselves—in their social relationships. Atheists are still expected to behave
in a Catholic way—to make the sign of the cross before meals, for example.
Whereas, in more liberal circles, individuals feel ashamed to state that they
are practicing Catholics."

Against this backdrop, the project “The Human Quest for Meaning”
was conceived to challenge fundamentalism. Its point de départ is human
experience and desire for meaning and signiﬁcancc in life, whether in a
religious context or not. The project was held locally, not only because
both researchers are Maltese but because the rapid shift that occurred in
Malta, as indicated by the statistics given above, makes the study relevant
to Malta’s contemporary reality. The project searched for open dialogue
in a nonjudgmental manner. Different walks of life present different
mcthodologics for ﬁnding meaning in life. Aithough rcligion offers a
platform for finding meaning, others have found ways beyond or apart
from religion, such as through the acquisition of knowledge or in the
arts.'” The starting point of this project was the experiential commonal-
ities that atheists and believers share in their thirst for authenticity, and
the assumption that the secular frequently overlaps with the religious,
and vice-versa."” This project took into account that a process by which a
person finds authenticity is nonlinear, complex, and often shrouded with
questions and doubts." In this light, the journey becomes more important
than the cndpoint.
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The project aimed to answer this question: “To what extent can the-
atre be used as a vehicle for dialogue?)” a question that has been explored
from the dawn of the theatrical encounter. The existentialist philosophy
of Jean-Paul Sartre, juxtaposcd against the thcology of Simone Weil and
Rudolf Bultmann, provided the project’s framework. Another key influ-
ence was the work on anatheism by the Irish philosopher Richard Kearny.
]ohn Pielmeier’s modern classic and criticaﬂy acclaimed play Agnes Of God,
converted into a film by the same writer in 1985, was selected as a plat-
form. The reason behind this choice was twofold: the script is riveting and
engaging, but furthermore it deals with the tension between theists and
atheists in a poignant manner.

The play’s narrative focuses on a psychiatrist, commissioned to eval-
uate a cloistered novice nun accused of slaughtering a baby to whom
she had just given birth. The performance develops into a compel-
ling duel between the psychiatrist, who is an atheist, and the Mother
Superior of the convent—the former trying to save the novice Agnes
from the traumas she endured as a child, while the latter is trying to
protect her from the secularizing snares of psychiatry. While this con-
flict constitutes the main tension in the play, there are several other
clements at play, making the script rich in its offerings to different
audience members. A significant, additional theme is belief in mir-
acles, and hence in the intervention of the supcrnatura], which gives
hope to Mother Superior, desperately wanting to believe that Agnes is
a gift from God. On the other hand, Dr. Livingstone, the psychiatrist,
believes that every story has a happy ending, and this is what keeps
her trying to help Agnes. Therefore, there is significant para]]e]ism
between these two women and yet they pull Agnes in opposing direc-
tions. This is a poignant metaphor for the theme of “otherness” and
the tension that alterity may cause. In Agnes’s eyes, the two women are
others to each other, and she is captured in the struggle between them.
The male-female binary also features in a striking manner in this play.
Although the protagonists are all female, the absent presence of men
is notable, in references to God, to the mysterious father of the child,
and to the male-dominated church hicrarchy. Before accounting fur-
ther for the methodology that this project followed, it is imperative to
consider the particular notion of otherness in this project.
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Conceptual Framework

Central to the dialogue between theists and atheists is the concept of
“the other.” Otherness is what defines us as human beings, and yet as
Umberto Eco succinctly argues, this fundamental notion within human
reality causes much fear and anxiety.”” The fear of otherness may be due
to the power dynamics on which Sartre elaborates by presenting the

LLIM

conflict between the “I” and the “you.” The self wants to assimilate the
other into its reality, whereas the other does not identify with the self'¢
Sartre maintains that there is never a state of’ cquality in rclationships: it
is either a form of trans-descendence (that is looking down at the person),
or trans-ascendence (looking up at the other)."” For balance to be attained,
these power dynamics need to be discarded. Dialogue cannot occur if one
talks from a position of superiority. The Christian believer should not
seck refuge in the comfort of tradition, and the atheist needs to detach
from the security that cmpirical science offers. Richard Rorty articulates
this process as a transition from the metaphysical to charity." Where this
transition is the aim, the encounter between individuals shifts from a phil-
osophical one, which attempts to prove a perspective, to a reaching-out in
dialogue and in action.

Theatre can create a balance in power dynamics and allow this tran-
sition to dialogue to happen. Theatre does not necessarily attempt to
explain but it can offer the audience an experience where they can relate
with the characters on stage. Although audience members will not always
“love” each character, by penetrating their rca]ity thcy can understand the
characters’ reality better. For the duration of the play, audience members
can be in relation with, and to, each character. Theatre often creates a
space whereby, without losing identity, the self can see the reality of the
other without feeling threatened by its presence. A performance, thus,
has the potential to be nonhierarchical and dialogical,'” and to allow the
cxchangc and the challcnging of ideas. The theatrical dynamic allows us
to suspend prejudices or strong ideological perspectives because we are
freed by, and from, the portrayal of the narrative, since we know that the
enacted story, though we might relate to it, is not our own. This allows a
level of detachment where reflection can occur. Theatre also has the ben-
efic of using metaphor and symbols, and as the existentialist theologian
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Rudolf Bultmann argues, decp realities in human existence can only be
captured through metaphors and symbols.”® Kierkegaardian philosophy
expounds on the notion that a story evokes existential questions and
invites the listener to partake in a journey—or, it may be more correct to
say, in multiple journeys.*!

The encounter with the other will not necessarily lead to a change in
viewpoint, but it can provide a fertile terrain in which empathy can be nur-
tured.* The role of the performer or the director is not to impose an agenda
but to create an empty space where dialogue can occur. Self-emptying
(kenosis), and not self—imposition, can make an arcistic work authentic.”
In philosopher Simone Weil’s vision, art should not be destructive or
exploitative. By analogy, art should not operate in the consumerist manner
of eating, by which persons transform food into energy for themselves.
Rather, art should correlate with gazing at food, since Weil believes that “le
beau est ce quon désire sans vouloir le manger” (“the experience of beauty
is dcsiring something without wanting to eat i) As Jerzy Grotowski
stated, the performer “must stop thinking of himself all the time.”*’

The theatrical challenge lies in the mechanics of the process: How can
communication happen without heing violent, without imposing one’s
personal agenda? Opting for a clinical approach that portrays both sides
of an argument in a presumptively neutral manner is similarly risky. This
approach can result in a sterile scenario in which no dialogue occurs, or
else it can create a new, synthetic reality that is not authentic to either of
an argument’s poles. Robert Leach believes that “each spectator is manu-
facturing her or his own kind of meaning.”“’ The practitioncr/performer
should not be afraid of these multiple readings but should see them as an
opportunity for more dialogue that can result in transformation. Even if
a person does not change their opinion, they can still be marked, and, by
consequence, transformed through the theatrical experience.

In his study of anatheism, Richard Kearney develops the concept
of otherness further by denoting the other as the stranger. This word is
not presented as a negative term. On the contrary, in Kearney’s vision,
the stranger is a moment “of sacred enfleshment when the future erupts
through the continuum of time.”*’ Certainly, the encounter with a stranger
is oftentimes daunting because it involves exploration of the unknown,
but it is only through the absurdity of such risk that the potential beauty
of discovcry can occur. Borrowing an analogy from Friedrich Nietzsche,
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the process is akin to Walking on a tightropc, with all the pcrils involved.
Indeed, in Nietzsche’s account, the tightrope walker falls off the rope and
dies, but does so happily.*® The encounter also places a person in a place of
Vulncrability, exposing their nakedness to the stranger. This Vulncrability
leads Kearney to articulate a fundamental point: dialogue is not a space
in which to explore commonalities. If such were the case, the encoun-
ter would be reductionist. Certain religious positions “may actually need
exposure to foreign teachings.”*” Exposition of what is vulnerable within
us does not reveal that we are the same but that we are indeed different.
When we have allowed ourselves to be intimate and to expose our inner-
most core, without fear, to each other, we can then celebrate the beauty
of our differences.

The process of embracing the stranger can be facilitated by the theatri-
cal experience: a culture of openness allows the audience member to grow
as an individual, but also in tandem with others, including, and possibly
particularly7 with the others who are different.’® The theatrical experience
can convert the unmapped terrain of the unknown into an opportunity
for an encounter with the alien other’' Hence, theatre often does not
present a harmonious encounter: without a trauma there is no drama.
The theatre, thus, often thrives on conflict. But “conflict” need not be
antagonistic or destructive. When the strangeness of conflict is exposed,
authentic dialogue can take place.

Methodology

Our understanding of otherness was fundamental to the methodology
embraced in this project, which aimed to account for a wide variety of
perspectives by selecting five categories of participants. All these partic-
ipants were invited to watch a performance of Agnes of God as well as to
participate in two webinars that were held to assess the extent to which
a theatrical performance can generate dialogue. Due to the restrictions
imposed by the local health protocol, no immediate post-performance
discussions could be held in the theatre after each performance. This lack
of immcdiacy was mitigatcd by holding the webinars a few days after the
production was over.

The first audience category was the general public. A controlled audi-
ence, specifically handpicked for the purpose of answering the research
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question at hand, would have been ideal, but the COVID pandcmic made
this practically and financially impossible. The performances were sched-
uled for December 2020, shortly after the second wave of the pandemic.
Although in Malta the professional theatre had recommenced and the-
atre buildings were reopened, the seating capacity was reduced, and most
people were scared to attend. It was very difficult to find people who
would commit to attend. We decided to make tickets available to the gen-
eral public, while at the same time we actively encouraged attendance by
those with religious and humanist backgrounds. This promised more open
results since the participants were not handpicked, but, regretfully, it
implied that contact with the participants could not be made beforehand
since most tickets were bought in the last few days before performance.
After having watched the performance, audience members were invited
via email to answer a short questionnaire. Completed questionnaires
revealed that the audience attending the performances were a mixture
of theists, mostly Christian, and atheists. Approximately 48 percent of
audience persons considered themselves believers, although only 23 per-
cent of the whole audience were active affiliated members of an organized
religion. The remaining audience identified as atheists.

The second category of participants were selected academics from a
spectrum of disciplines, who could supply the researchers with further
data and insights in the prc—pcrformancc phasc. Their role was to initiate
the discussion on themes in the play. Their starting point was an analysis
of a pertinent theme that emerged from the script. This analysis was then
shared online either as an oral presentation or as a short written paper.
Gail Debono, a Humanist and forensic psychologist, and Carlo Calleja,
a Catholic priest and academic specializing in moral theology, focused
on religious conviction and ethical responsibility. Debono presented her
analysis by answering a number of interview questions on video, while
Calleja uploaded an academic reflection. Simone Azzopardi, a historian
with a particular interest in the history of feminism, and Pauline Dimech,
a highly involved member of the Catholic Church and an academic focus-
ing on pastoral theology, contributed longer written content on woman-
hood. All the material was made available on a Facebook page, as part of
the marketing campaign to attract people to watch the performance and
to engage with audiences actively.”* The material was posted during the
four weeks leading to the first performance.



Theatre as a Vehicle for Dialogue 9

The third category was a cohort of eight students reading for a degree
in the performing arts at the University of Malta. The students were
invited to engage in this study as observers of the whole process from the
pre-performance to the post-performance phase. At the end of the proj-
ect, they were asked for their reactions through an essay, in which they
were asked to examine how this project could serve as a case study for
using theatre as dialogue. The students were asked to contribute to this
project because the researchers believed that the presence of the younger
generation, currently studying the performing arts, would provide the
research with a particular and pertinent reflection that may not have been
captured by the audience, who, as anticipated, was mostly composed of
older people.

These three categories intersect with each other. The students and
most of the academic contributors watched the play and completed the
questionnaire. Some of the academic contributors did not watch the per-
formance because they felt unsafe to be in a public space due to the pan-
demic and the project did not have sufficient funding for live streaming.
A cost-free live stream would not have been adequate since a static cam-
era would not capture the dynamics of the theatrical production and do
justice to the study. Despite various hurdles, the allowed seats, forty-five
per night, were sold out for four out of five nights. In total, two hundred
people watched the performances.

The play’s performers constituted the fourth category. The cast was
composed of professional actors. Simone Ellul was entrusted with the
role of Dr. Martha Livingstone, the court-appointed psychiatrist, whereas
[sabel Warrington played Mother Miriam Ruth, the convent’s Mother
Superior, and Kyra Lautier was cast in the role of Agnes, a novice in the
convent. The actors were interviewed to provide their insights on the
experience. These interviews were held online a few weeks after the per-
formances, allowing the performers enough time to ponder and reflect
on the process. The last category was the authors of this article, who were
involved in the process as observant-participants: Tyrone Grima, a leading
professional director, directed the play and co-produced it with Christian
Colombo. In compliance with the ethical procedures of the researchers’
academic institutions, all participants who were actively engaged com-
pleted a consent form, in which they acknowledged that they were aware
of the nature of the project and that they contributed to it willingly.
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The full version of the play in Eng]ish was pcrformcd over five nights7
December 5-7, 2020, at the Valletta Campus Theatre, a black-box theatre
that is regularly used for professional, ticketed performances and is con-
sidered to be one of the leading current venues in the local professional
sector. The two webinars were held on December 8 and December 10,
2020. The first webinar focused on psychology, ethics, and religion, and
the second one on the position of women in the church and in religion,
generally. A climate of safety was created by allowing contributors from
the project’s second category of participants to set the discussion, using
Agnes Of God as a starting point, including Carlo Calleja and Gail Debono
for the first webinar, and Pauline Dimech for the second webinar, with the
late addition of Theatre Studies professor Vicki Ann Cremona. The two
webinars, each lasting two hours, were moderated by Christian Colombo.
The webinars are available online.”

The Project: Audiences and Performers

To what extent did the theatrical production of Agnes of God create a
space of dialogue between believers and nonbelievers, and what emerged
from this dialogue? What did the theatrical experience contribute to
understanding the nature of such a dialogue? In this section, these ques-
tions are analyzcd through the “voice” of the various participants, as thcy
expressed themselves in their completed questionnaires, in the webinars,
and in interviews.

This project encouraged participants to think and to raise doubts of
an existential nature, such as whether God exists and what is the purpose
of life. One of the participants in the webinar, Fr. Aurelio Mule Stagno,
claimed that the production helped him to question himself, society, the
Church, and the manner in which we relate with each other.’* The produc-
tion also made it possible to question important topics, such as faith. The
participants felt chat chis questioning is fundamental to the growth of the
individual, as indicated by one participant’s questionnaire response: “faith
is more about a relationship and less about intellectual submission . . . a
rclationship that is taken for grantcd and is never qucstioncd, is unhcalthy.
So it is with faith.” More than half the respondents to the questionnaire
confirmed that the play was a strong medium by which to instigate such
questioning. As actor Isabelle Warrington claimed, the theatre “creates a
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scenario . . . it is a very powerful tool because you are putting people in a
particular situation, you are showing all angles of a situation.”** Although
she was referring to her perception on theatre and how it impacted her
in her carcer, she was also 1inking this insight it to her undcrstanding of
how the production of Agnes of God could have affected the audience. On
the other hand, an interesting observation that emerged from one of the
respondents was that “a more modern story set in contemporary times
and addressing current issues would be required for me to properly relate
to it [the narrative presented in Agnes of God].”*

The play presents the two opposing viewpoints succinctly in such a
manner that the believer empathizes with Mother Miriam Ruth, even
though they can comprehend the behavior of the psychiatrist, whereas
nonbelievers relate with Dr. Livingstone. Most respondents of the ques-
tionnaire felt that after the performance they became even more sym-
pathetic to different and divergent points of view. They remarked that
observing the interaction between Dr. Livingstone and Mother Superior
made it easier for them to engage with the perspectives of the opposing
polarity. This was also evident in the webinars, where the participants
understood each other’s perspectives: the believers embraced the argu-
ments presented by the atheists on the harm that religion can cause,
whereas the nonbelievers recognized the value and importance of faith for
the believers. As actor Simone Ellul confirmed, “As a person whose faith
is a bit shaky, playing the role of an atheist was interesting and certainly
helped me see a different perspective.””’

The key to the performance’s creation of a dialogue between oppositely
positioned parties, according to audience member Fr. Robert Falzon, is
the fact that the performance centers around a story. According to him,
stories foster relationships. They generate interest in the other, and they
allow for communication to occur because the narrative of the story
becomes more important than the issue itself. A person is no longer a
label, but an individual with a story that needs to be shared.” Theatre is an
excellent vehicle for the transmission of these stories. Theatre can provide
a platform where the audience helps characters go through an emotional
arc that leads them to recognize their deep-seated wounds and to embrace
the ghosts from their past. According to some audience members, the
theatrical performance of this project conveyed these moments of healing

where communication and emotional connection were possible.””
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The reaction of audience members clearly demonstrated that two polari-
ties of a dialogue do not need to be in agreement with each other. Nor must
dialogue be free of confrontation. Most participants agreed that in dialogue
there is a moral responsibility to be sincere and to identify shortcomings or
injustices, particularly when those shortcomings are “justified” by a belief
system or ideology. This moral responsibility is furthermore accentuated
when these injustices lead to the suffering of a vulnerable person. In Agnes
of God, the characters make radical decisions based on their ideology. Dr
Livingstone crosses boundaries more than once in her therapeutic interven-
tions whereas Mother Superior does not want Agnes to be the subject of sci-
entific study. In both cases, Agnes is the victim. As Fr. Carlo Calleja stressed,
the interest of the vulnerable needs to be safeguarded, and any issues of abuse
dealt with accordingly—a perspective that was reinforced by Gail Debono,
who was impressed by the way that Lautier, as Agnes, used her voice to con-
vey how the other characters damaged her and stunted her growth. However,
moral responsibility is not only limited to our capability to identify and to
intervene in any injustice that the other might be committing. Relationships
cannot flourish unless the individuals have a heightened awareness of the
self, including any injustices thcy themselves committed. Entcring dialoguc
in an intimate way necessitates the recognition of one’s own demons. Isabelle
Warrington claimed in the first webinar that one aspect of the performance
that impacted her deeply was the struggle that Mother Superior had to rec-
oncile with her own personal failures and shortcomings, which were the
cause of her irresponsible acts.*’

In the eyes of the audience, the two main characters of the play are not
role models in the art of communication, and not all audience members
perceived the dynamics depicted in the play as healthy or as a beacon of
hope for a world where theists and atheists can bridge their differences. As
Fr. Aurelio Mule Stagno, a participant in the second webinar, pointed out,
the performance strongly depicted reality as nuanced and full of complex-
ity."" Another audience member stated in the webinar that the play is not
about the tension between religion and science, but about figures of author-
ity in society, who are so engrossed by the desire to succeed and who are so
hampered by their own shortcomings that they do not have the required
emotional literacy to be able to dialogue. In the second webinar, Professor
Cremona argued that both Mother Superior and Dr. Livingstone operate in
reaction to the violence in their past that prevents them from developing
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rc]ationships. According to Cremona, the piay is a piay about power, but
equally about the unravelling of the demons in each of these women, as they
play tug of war with Agnes’s life.*” They are incapable of listening: Mother
Supcrior only wants to hear Agncs’s angciic singing and the psychiatrist
only wants to hear what happened to the baby. As actor Kyra Lautier stated,
“[Agnes’s] needs are acknowledged especially when it becomes convenient
for both of these [other| characters™’ This ineptitude is part of what
the audience members referred to as an intergenerational trauma: Agnes
is the fruit of the abuse of her mother whereas Mother Superior and Dr.
Livingstone carry the wounds of unhappy childhoods. These ghosts of the
past prevent the characters from communicating deeply and significantly
with each other, and keep them closed in their own reality, lacking the capa-
bility to reach out.** One of the students expressed in the second webinar
that the two characters, representing the polarities of a dialogue, cannot
comprehend each other, even though they switch roles by the end of the
pcrformancc: Mother Superior realizes that Agnes is not a mystic, whereas
Dr Livingstone seeks recourse to the sacramental life. But in the eyes of this
participant this dual realization does not lead to any dialogue.*® Theatre, in
this case, exposes unhealthy dynamics in a way that shows the factors that
prevent dia]oguing from happening.

Another interesting outcome, particularly evident in the younger
voices, is that the play did not answer any questions and did not complete
the work for the audience. On the contrary, it presented a conflicting
situation and offered the audience members the possibility to make their
own resolutions. These younger voices felt that the project did not create
a bridge for dialogue but supplied the raw material for the audience that
could decide, or otherwise, to create this dialogue. Kyra Lautier felt that
in this production the audience will get “to the point where thcy will
be encouraged to have these discussions and debates and they will also
want to see to what extent religion or personal values should come into
play.”*® Performing arts student Denise Perini stated that this production
of Agnes of God “leaves it up to the spectator to determine whether or not
there is synthesis between the two poles”™” Another student, Jan Niklas
Termin, commented that the character of Agnes does not offer the audi-
ence any answers."®

The production not only stimulated an intellectual discussion on
whether, and how, it is possible for persons from opposing polarities
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to dialogue together, but also generated a space where persons felt safe
to express their own vulnerability as rooted in challenging and at times
bitter and painful experiences with fundamentalism’s efforts to prevent
growth from occurring stcadily. Dr. Pauline Dimech bravcly shared how
the play spoke to her, as a woman committed to the religious life, and
made her ponder how, throughout her life, her actions were motivated by
a desire to obey males in authority.”” The oppressive patriarchal system is
constantly lurking in the play, even though it is not embodied. It is pres-
ent in the male hierarchy of the Church, as much as in a male-dominated
judicial system, both of which condemn Agnes, the former for her loss of
virginity, the latter for the slaughtering of her baby. These issues, as well
as others, such as the dynamics of relationships and the meaningfulness
of life, spurred the participants of this project to share life experiences,
demonstrating how deep the impact of the play was.

Conclusion

These outcomes show that theatre can be a vehicle that spurs people
to think and to converse. By witnessing a narrative, albeit mctaphor—
ically, the audience is drawn into a universe that may not be a reflec-
tion of their immediate reality or perceptions. This process increases
and develops empathy toward these other, “foreign” realities. Sharing of
narratives is powerful because irrespective of whether or not one is in
agreement with a character’s philosophical framework one cannot deny
or negate the character’s story. Most audience members claimed that
the theatrical experience allowed them to empathize with other world-
views, whether from a theist or atheist perspective, through the process
of asking themselves fundamental questions of existential import. The
outcomes of this project also accentuate how important it is to keep
on exploring the theatre as a vehicle of dialogue, needing institutional
support and infrastructure.

Of course, the encounter with the other will not necessarily lead to a
change in viewpoint, and it may well be the case that it does not even pro-
duce a definite resule. If it does, it is often without any clarity. The com-
plex dynamics of the process demonstrate that the encounter is embedded
in doubt. Such uncertainty featured extensively in the results obtained
through the projcct’s questionnaire, thrcby a signiﬁcant number of
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participants gave less importance to establishing the truth than to the
psychological wellbeing of the individual, indicating that a fixation on
an absolute truth can be detrimental to relational dynamics and to psy-
chological wholesomeness. As one of the participants stated, “these ques-
tions are very difficult to answer in a general way” and “there are many
questions to be addressed before the above questions can be answered.”°
Kicrkcgaardian philosophy warns that an attempt toward Clarity could
only result in further obscurity. The important truths in life can never be
understood.’”’ Moreover, the “understanding of human nature . . . should
not be viewed primarily as a formal or fully developed anthropology
or ontology concerned with objective certainty.”** As the existentialist
theologian Paul Tillich says, “Doubt, and not certitude, is our human
situation, whether we affirm or deny God. And perhaps the difference
between them is not so great as one usually thinks.”*’

The project gathered enough energy and momentum to allow its
producers and academics to explore what spill-over benefits can be con-
sidered for future initiatives. As a first step, a report was sent to the
Catholic ecclesiastical authorities of Malta with our findings and reflec-
tions on the project. This was well received and after two positive meet-
ings, there seems to be fertile ground that could see the materialization
of further, collaborative projects. At this stage it is unclear what shape
or form this collaboration may take, whether a series of other one-off
projects or, more optimistically, a more permanent space of encoun-
ter (in all the senses of the word), whether involving a series of playful
exploratory events, or static and dynamic, multimedia exhibits. What is
sure at this early stage of our plans is that art—especially theatre—has a
central role to play in facilitating the exploration of otherness in a com-

pc]ling and creative way.
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