From animal talk to God Talk
On the Kirchentag last June, the story of the Wise and the Foolish Virgins ( Matthew 25) was the topic of our bibliodrama workshop. We encouraged a group of about twenty participants coming from five different countries to explore the meaning of this text for their own lives, and what they want to live for. In this process we used a ‘parable’ from Paolo Coelho’s book ‘The Alchemist’, about a young boy searching for the Secret of Happiness. (See text)  Taught at the Flemish Bibliodrama School, we like to challenge ourselves to look beyond the Bible, by exploring stories of other traditions in order to see how their wisdom can make a contribution to the understanding of the bible texts 

Story taken from my book “The Alchemist”, 
A merchant sent his son to learn the Secret of Happiness from the wisest of men. The young man wandered through the desert for forty days until he reached a beautiful castle at the top of a mountain. There lived the sage that the young man was looking for.

However, instead of finding a holy man, our hero entered a room and saw a great deal of activity; merchants coming and going, people chatting in the corners, a small orchestra playing sweet melodies, and there was a table laden with the most delectable dishes of that part of the world.

The wise man talked to everybody, and the young man had to wait for two hours until it was time for his audience.

With considerable patience, the Sage listened attentively to the reason for the boy’s visit, but told him that at that moment he did not have the time to explain to him the Secret of Happiness.

He suggested that the young man take a stroll around his palace and come back in two hours’ time.

“However, I want to ask you a favor,”� he added, handling the boy a teaspoon, in which he poured two drops of oil. “While you walk, carry this spoon and don’t let the oil spill.”�
The young man began to climb up and down the palace staircases, always keeping his eyes fixed on the spoon. At the end of two hours he returned to the presence of the wise man.

“So,”� asked the sage, “did you see the Persian tapestries hanging in my dining room? Did you see the garden that the Master of Gardeners took ten years to create? Did you notice the beautiful parchments in my library?”�
Embarrassed, the young man confessed that he had seen nothing. His only concern was not to spill the drops of oil that the wise man had entrusted to him.

“So, go back and see the wonders of my world,”� said the wise man. “You can’t trust a man if you don’t know his house.”�
Now more at ease, the young man took the spoon and strolled again through the palace, this time paying attention to all the works of art that hung from the ceiling and walls. He saw the gardens, the mountains all around the palace, the delicacy of the flowers, the taste with which each work of art was placed in its niche. Returning to the sage, he reported in detail all that he had seen.

“But where are the two drops of oil that I entrusted to you?”asked the sage.

Looking down at the spoon, the young man realized that he had spilled the oil.

“Well, that is the only advice I have to give you,”� said the sage of sages. “The Secret of Happiness lies in looking at all the wonders of the world and never forgetting the two drops of oil in the spoon.”�
From the book “The Alchemist”� ( in text frame) 
But can you call it “bibliodrama” then? What is the advantage of it? Why using other than biblical stories if you have so little occasion to introduce people to the Bible at all? Which texts can be used?  And how does it work? 

Let me invite you to join an experience with a group of 16 year olds. 

In their school there is the tradition that each class can spend two days out of school to work with each other accompanied by a leader.  In a beautiful environment we worked in a very pleasant way around relations within the class group, about the big questions of life, about the values they cherish and long for…  They had to choose the topics they wanted to work with in advance. It was a lively warm bunch of young people.  Since youngsters love to send short text messages,  for once we did not do it by cell phone or computer. Instead  we worked with small paper notes in real life they could collect in their own real touchable personal mailbox. They decorated their mailbox and even made one for a sick classmate to involve him too. They wrote a letter to themselves about their expectations of life. They wrote a letter to someone they could not write to anymore. They wrote letters to each other about friendship, fears, promises, dreams, the big issues of life… 

But if you talk about the big questions of life, does that mean that it is possible to speak about God too?  In our region even in catholic schools, that is not so easy…  As a religion teacher it is ‘semi- tolerated’ that once in a while the name of God walks by. If you can spend a whole year with a group they get to know you and they get in touch with the way you try to challenge them to think about and search for the meaning of life. But this was an unknown group. We were only just getting used to each other.  Speaking about God, about the Mystery, is far from easy then. 
I let the animals of Toon Tellegen do the job. He is a Dutch writer and poet. In many of his stories the reader finds himself among the animals in the forest. It seems as if in the world of Tellegen each animal is  the only one of its kind. Organizing birthday parties and writing letters are two important activities of the creatures in Tellegens world. Reading or listening to the stories, you wonder whether  the animals have the same size or not. And you are surely surprised about the similarities between their experiences and the big human issues in life. Don’t try to explain the stories, just let them be and let them do their work. They make you laugh or leave you with question marks in your eyes.   That is what makes these stories perfect to use in bibliodrama. They are open and inviting. And the animals write letters that ask to be used. 
For this workshop I did not use the full stories. I just collected small letters out of the book ‘Maybe they knew everything’.  The letters  were printed out on nice coloured  paper. The context or the rest of the situation was not mentioned. As a starter each participant picked two letters from the big collection I already preselected, and chose one letter of  two. If none of the two related him or her, they could ask for  two new ones. After that, the youngsters were asked to get in the role of the animal who received the letter. They got an envelope to put the letter in. They could use textiles, pieces of cloth and scarves to help themselves into  the role and were encouraged to find a place in the room suitable to where he/she received that special letter. While the leader repeated  the instructions and made sure that everybody understands, the participants got into the role. They looked for a place to lay down, to stand or to sit… 
“Just take your time. You are a creature, an animal… And you just received a special letter. Imagine where you are. Soon I will come by and I will ask you who you are; I will invite you to tell about the situation you are in. And then you can read the letter, the special letter you just received. “

When everybody seemed to be settled I invited them one after another to play their own little scene  of receiving the letter and telling or acting what it meant to them.  
“ I am the squirrel and I got a letter from the night owl. I am surprised and feel a little guilty. Indeed I don’t think about him very often. I feel sorry for that. I will surely write to him and invite him for a little party. I want everyone to be happy. “    (bijhorend briefje hierbij voegen?) 
“ How nice to get this letter from everybody . They invite me for a party under the oak. With cake… But do they like me? Or do they just organize this party because they are afraid of me?  Usually they don’t like me. They want to get rid of me or they don’t even notice that I am around. I am not sure what to do? “ 
…. 

The different letters really inspired the youngsters into get in the role and to tell about themselves in a safe and creative way. They liked it and I was surprised about their actions and words . After the interviews they could talk to each other, ask questions. They could react and give advice. They were curious. They encouraged each other. It ended up being a very warm and nice little bibliodrama session. 

When the action slowed down, I asked them to get out of the role, but to keep the letter. They told about what they felt and  thought, about what they noticed in the play of the others. Still sitting in a circle I invited them to look at their letter once more. “ Imagine God exists. I am not saying He does, I don’t want to discuss that now, I just invite you to imagine it… Imagine that the letter you are holding in your hand is a letter from you to God or from God to you. Just change the animal names into your name or God’s name… What happens then? What does it mean to you? What is best: a letter from God to you or is it you who writes to God ? What does it tell you about how you feel about God? What does it mean to you if God writes you this letter? Would you like to reply or not? And what would you say? “
A very rich exchange started when one letter after another was read once more. They talked about what suited best: a letter to God or from God. They talked about fears and surprises, about life after death, about images of God , about Mystery and they talked in a very open way, without any resistance against the subject. 

Even I was surprised. The animals of Toon Tellegen did the job. 

Is this bibliodrama? Who needs to be convinced of the value of this medium concerning exploring the Bible? It is obvious that the bibliodrama methods are more than helpful in our search for the meaning of the Bible texts in our personal life, in our preparations for preaches in church. But the methods  invite us also to pay more attention to body language, to ask the right questions in the personal guidance we offer… 

You can see the “biblio” in bibliodrama as referring to the Bible, or more openly  referring to books and stories of all kinds of traditions,  old and new. If bibliodrama is a medium to challenge and help people developing their own personal growing process as a human being, looking for contact with the deeper needs and the meaning of life, then any inspiring text is suitable and usable to work with. The Bible does not have the monopoly of bringing wisdom and spiritual nurture. 
Using other than Biblical stories is sometimes necessary to get people to open up for the upcoming questions , to prepare them to take further steps and perhaps to seduce them to the Biblical world.  Especially with young people who have a lot of prejudices against the Bible, you need to look for other entrances.  

In this world where education in interreligious and -philosophical openness and dialogue becomes more and more important, bibliodrama with different kinds of stories can deliver a unique contribution. Playing with non-biblical, non-Christian texts from different traditions, inviting each other to get into the shoes of religious icons from other religions, exploring each other’s stories and wisdom… That is the big challenge we are facing in the next few years. And if the animals can help us, why not?
Hello squirrel

How are you? I am very well, thank you. Or in fact, I am not so well because you never think of me. Do you sometimes think of me? 

Well bye 

Night owl

Dear animals, 

That is fine. See you soon. 

The sun
Dear…

Tomorrow is my birthday. 

If you still exist, you are welcome. 

The Penguin 
Squirrel

Somewhere you‘ll never find out!

The ant 

I am lost. I cannot talk anymore. Help me. 

The moth

Dear Snail,
May I invite you to dance with me on top of your house? Just a few steps? That's what I want most of all.
I promise I'll dance very delicately, so we won't fall through your roof.
But of course, you can never be really sure.
The Elephant
Dear Letter

I am the squirrel. But I guess you already know that. 

Writing to you is strange since the more I write the bigger you get. And yet when I start over you get smaller again. So I never know your exact size. By the way, what is exact? 

The Squirrel

Dear snail

To my regret I am in a hurry.

What should I do? Quick. 

The Tortoise
Dear Squirrel, 

I don’t know how I am. Do you? 

Dear Mole, 

I miss you

The Mole

Dear Bacon Beetle 
I heard that you don’t exist. 

I feel very sorry for you. 

But your party did exist. I am sure about that!

The squirrel

Dear Sperm whale 
I am not sure if you exist. But I do invite you for my party. Tomorrow on the beach.  If you exist, would you come? 

The Seagull

Dear Mammoth
It is almost time. Did you know? 

The Cave lion  

To everyone, 

Where are you? 

Come back at least!!

The Squirrel 

Dear Woeful Apparition 

We are very honored that you are in the neighborhood. We would like to organize a party for you. With cake. 

Under the oak. Do you come? 

Everybody.   

( all in different small text frames )
· Cartes de l'esquirol, de la formiga, de l'elefant, de l'os... 2001, Catalan

· Breve med vinden 2001, Danish

· Letters to anyone and everyone 2009, English

· Briefe vom Eichhorn an die Ameise 2001, German

· Briefe vom Eichhorn an die Ameise 2003, German

· [(Brieven aan niemand anders)] 2004, Korean

· [Pis'ma tol'ko dlja swoih] 2006, Russian

· Pisma nikom drugom 2006, Serbian

· Cartas de la ardilla, de la hormiga, del elefante, del oso... 2001, Spanish

· Cartas de todos para todos 2013, Spanish

· Riktigt goda vänner 2001, Swedish

http://charlotteslibrary.blogspot.be/2010/12/letters-to-anyone-and-everyone-by-toon.html
http://blogs.publishersweekly.com/blogs/shelftalker/?p=486
