THANK YOU, PASSION PLAY, FOR YEARS OF BLESSINGS

Our family had lived in Spearfish only a few months when shopping at Wal-Mart, our youngest exclaimed, “Look!  It’s Jesus!”

Sure enough, there he was, standing in the check out line, wearing cut-offs, t-shirt and sandals.  The long hair, beard and brown eyes were the clue to his identity.  
Actually the man we saw that day was Roger, the actor who played the Christus (Jesus) part in the Passion Play.  Our kids had been behind stage enough to recognize the Roger-Jesus anywhere. 
Not every community can boast a Jesus walking around. 
Hill City has the 1880 Train; Keystone has The Faces; Custer has Crazy Horse; Sturgis has the Bike Rally; Deadwood has gambling; Lead has the Homestake DUSEL; Rapid City has Cabela’s; Sioux Falls has ….. something, I’m sure.  Spearfish has been blessed with the Passion Play for nearly 70 years.
For 69 seasons visitors traveled to Spearfish for a religious/entertainment experience to witness the last seven days of Jesus’ life dramatically portrayed on a majestic, outdoor stage.  Three nights a week from many places in town one can hear organ music and voices echoing from the amphitheatre.
Few realize the impact the Passion Play has had on the economic, emotional and spiritual growth of Spearfish people.  For 69 summers, young people were hired (often their first paying job) to march and ride white horses, sell programs and dance the opening scene of the production.  For 69 years, young people quoted the lines from the crucifixion scene, mimicking the actors portraying the powerful death scene of Jesus.  For 69 years Spearfish citizens made good friends backstage.  For 69 years young and old alike became acquainted with Jesus, Judas and the disciples behind scenes and then watched them portray the part on stage.  For 69 years, Spearfish people have taken part in carrying the cross, yelling, “Crucify him!” and running from the cross when Jesus utters his last words and the thunder rumbles and lightning flashes.
The Passion Play has been a blessing to Spearfish and the entire Black Hills for four generations. 
Over the years, one or more of our family was in well over 400 performances, a modest number compared to the dedication of some families.

Our kids learned teamwork being a standard bearer and being assigned various tasks.   They learned poise by being absolutely still on stage as a Roman guard, even while being attacked by a pigeon released during the cleansing of the Temple scene.  Our kids learned the value of a dollar as the “pooper scooper” following the horses, sheep and camels across stage with a wooden cart and shovel.  They learned the difference between religion on stage and religion in the church, as our then 5 year old daughter declared to her mother after receiving a blessing on the forehead during the children’s scene with Jesus, “Daddy does it better than that!”  (Sorry for the self-indulgence. A pastor-dad has to see that in print sometime.) They learned the fickleness of faith and how quickly a crowd can turn into a lynching mob, one moment yelling, “Hail, hosanna, Hail!” and the next moment demanding, “Crucify him!”  They learned the harsh realities of the crucifixion while as Roman guards they hoisted Jesus up on the cross and carried the body wrapped in a sheet down from Golgotha. 
I am thankful our family and hundreds of others were able to experience first hand through the Passion Play that the Christian faith is based on reality.  Jesus really did live; Jesus really did die for a purpose; Jesus really did resurrect from the dead; Jesus really is the Son of God.  The Passion Play has been a blessing in its theatrical re-creation of the last seven days of Jesus’ life.  For nearly 70 years it put “flesh and bones” on the story of Jesus and has been a tool to learn and grow in the faith.

Thank you, Johanna, Guido, Chuck and the host of others who came before them, for the great contribution to the lives of thousands!
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