What happens in Belgium
Bibliodrama Belgium goes international

Last summer we got a message from a bibliodrama colleague who is a theology professor at the University of Leuven.  We were waiting at Sydney Airport, ready to fly back to Belgium after visiting a son who is living there. The email mentioned that they also know bibliodrama in Australia. I started dreaming:  wouldn’t it be nice if I could go back Down Under and combine the family visit with my bibliodrama passion?  
Back home I started surfing on the internet, wondering  in what other countries people were working with bibliodrama.  I chanced upon Yaël Untermann from Jerusalem and Peter Petzele from the US.  It was Peter Petzele and a worldwide trip that finally brought me to the EBN, our European bibliodrama neighbours. What a delightful coincidence that there was a conference in Aland coming on, right at that time! In two days we had arranged everything. And I was really surprised to find out that nobody of the international bibliodrama scene even knew about our activities in Belgium.  I am very happy to introduce ourselves. 

Bibliodrama Flanders

What happens in Belgium? When we deal with bibliodrama in Belgium it should be clear that we only talk about the Flemish-speaking part, about the Northern part of our country. Until today we do not know if there are bibliodrama activities in the French-speaking region. I can imagine there are. I would like to find out in the next few months. 

In the beginning…

It was in the early nineties that two pioneers, Karel Van Springel and Jean Agten, introduced the method thanks to the logistic and spiritual aid of the abbey of Tongerlo. They both followed different trainings about drama, Gestallt and bibliodrama in Holland. Soon the training sessions moved to Antwerp and it came under the protection and support of the Diocesan seminary.  The training team and the training itself changed throughout the years.  From a one-year basic course of two weekends and ten Saturdays, it became a basic training program of twelve Mondays. To improve the skills there was a learning group on eight Saturday mornings with group supervision.  More than one hundred  people, teachers, pastors, youth workers, therapists, etc. learned the basics about bibliodrama leadership. But perhaps more important they also found a new way to develop their own spirituality and it made them grow as a person. That is what many hundreds of participants could experience in the workshops and bibliodrama days. Due to the diversity of people who already followed the training, we are able to assess a great variety of groups who enjoyed bibliodrama with our help: youngsters and children in schools and catechesis groups, religious people, adults in parishes and informal education, repentance centres, interreligious cooperation, in training centres for teachers, pastors and seminarians and even in prison…
Between Heaven and earth

In 2013  our new organization was born: Bibliodrama tussen Hemel en Aarde ( Bibliodrama between Heaven en Earth).  We made it our mission: to empower people to grow as a person, through group-oriented play with religious stories and to train people to qualitatively lead bibliodrama.
The starting point is a consistent open and inductive approach of a Bible story

We begin from a deep respect for all participants, tracing the specificity of the Bible text as well as providing opportunity for interreligious dialogue.
We choose a group-oriented approach as distinct from the person-centred method where one person defines the interaction.   While dramatizing the Bible, we work with the entire group of participants at the same time. The leader makes sure that as many players as possible can join in communication and that they pay attention to everybody’s contribution. This can lead to a personal existential discovery, encourages the group process and opens a variety of new meanings of the texts. 
We developed diverse short and extended bibliodrama methods corresponding to the various  Bible stories and the variation in groups and leading situations. 
The person as a whole is involved in thinking and doing, in feeling and moving. Everything in daily life can be part of the bibliodrama: Distance, proximity, intonation and attitude …
Fantasy and creativity are stimulated. In no time a common conference room  can be turned  into a desert or a temple square, into the Pharaoh’s garden or a wedding hall… 
Five-leaved clover


( illustration 1)
There are five elements that are part and parcel of bibliodrama: first of all there is of course the Bible text.  By playing a role in the story you can explore  what the motives, feelings and resistance of the different characters are. People can experience the dilemma and confrontations from the inside.  It makes it very clear that there is not just one truth. By bibliodrama you get a kaleidoscopic view on the deeper meaning of what truth can be. 
The person himself automatically connects his own life, relations, conflicts, fears and desires with the play; he discovers new orientations and perspectives. 
Of course the social connection in the lives of the players as well as in the historical reality of the Biblical tale is involved.
The openness towards the Mystery, towards God, appears often out of the blue and unexpected. 
The group dynamics have their own unique influence.
Basic Structure

Throughout the years we developed an amount of different formats according to different situations, target groups, available time and location…  But the basic structure remains the same. 
The participants arrive in the room and prepare themselves for the bibliodrama by sharing some of their daily life, just what they need to feel at ease for the program to come. 
Than the room is prepared  by making enough space, taking cushions, chairs and other attributes. The body and mind is opened  by warming up, physically and towards the theme And the group is introduced in bibliodrama (what, how, why…) Relevant information about the text is giving. The goals are  explained....

After that the exploration of the text starts by reading the text and collecting the first impressions, questions and knowledge The roles are selected. The working method is introduced and the moment in the text were the playing will start. If necessary the text or part of it is read again.

Than the participants become players and the actual bibliodrama begins. The different roles get there place on the scene. The participants choose the role and go into the part. The leader has a start off interview with each of them so that the other players have an idea about all the rolls and each intentions and feelings. After that the interaction can begin. The leader organises the communication between the players and asks questions about how they feel, what they want to do… He tries to get everybody involved. At the end of the play everyone can say one thing to conclude. The players step out of the role leaving all attributes behind. 

Players become participants again and have the chance to exchange experiences about how it was to play, what people felt and said and heard in their role… They can also share about the connections to their own life that the participants discovered, the connections with the society and the way of thinking, with their faith… 

The bibliodrama ends by giving everything that happened back to the text by reading  it (or part of it)  once more.
After that people are being prepared to go back to daily life. The leader askes what the participants want/need to share before returning to their daily situation.  How do they go home? 

(Illustration 2) 

Some examples of short formats  
1. Teasers
Just to give a glimpse of bibliodrama at a conference about the Bible at the University of Leuven we developed some teasers.  

Imagine, coming back from a lunch break at the stairs to the conference room. You are chatting with your friend as you bump into a chair with a basket full of stones and a note, asking you to pick out a stone and to take it with you. Carefully you pick a nice looking stone with a good feel. How does it feel to suddenly stand there, a little bit further down in front of another chair, covered with a red cloth, and there is the sentence: “Let anyone of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone .”( John 8) 
Maybe you feel yourself caught and trapped and you can’t get rid of the stone soon enough. Maybe you just throw it away or you leave it on the chair. Or you look around and you discover another chair, just around the corner with another basket and the note “ Leave the stones here you didn’t throw.”. Maybe you feel relieved, and with a kind of relief in your heart you leave your stone behind…

With all kinds of small objects, some texts and a question, these little teasers challenge people to look differently at words they know by heart.  For a moment they try to literally feel like the paralyzed man, or one of the men carrying him to the roof, or Jesus himself or the Pharisees  at the moment Jesus says “Your sins are forgiven.”.  Or they are asked which of the seeds they are from the parable of the Sower (Mathew 13)

The conference participants  learned that there is a big difference between sitting and listening to what is being told about a story, and being confronted with the word of Jesus, bibliodrama-like. 

2. Chorus 

This format is inspired by the Greek drama and improvisation theatre. 

Each text in which there is a confrontation between two people or two groups is suitable. For instance: Jacob meets Ezau when he returns to Canaan; Joseph, the king, meets his brothers looking for food in Egypt; the angel brings the message to the Virgin Mary… 

The players are divided into two groups standing in a row, facing each other, at a distance of 3 to 4 meters.  Each group plays one role, in question and answer, action and reaction.

One player starts, taking a step forward, saying one sentence and then freezes. One player of the opposite group reacts by stepping forwards, saying one sentence and freezes too. 

A player of the first group repeats as precisely as possible the words and action of the first player and freezes near him.  A second player of the second group does the same, and a third and fourth, quickly one after the other, like a ping pong game. When the movement gets stuck the leader stops the game and  the players go back to their line. 

Then either a new play starts with the same instruction,  or the leader can ask to make the words and gestures bigger, smaller. Instead of mirroring, a conversation may develop with every time a new player behind the previous one… 

This format is nice just to play, or to discover unexpected levels in the old text. 

Illustration 3
3. Open chair

One or more characters in a story and so many questions, that is the starting point. Why shouldn’t we invite him or her for an interview. This method makes it possible to explore the role using the imagination and the empathy as well as the information, thoughts and questions of the group.  

All the participants are sitting in a semicircle in front of a chair at a distance about two meters.  The leader explains clearly what is going to happen and shows how it works.  
Then he asks the participants to invite, in their own imagination, the character on the chair. It may be helpful to close the eyes while the leader takes them into the story. The leader can also put a cloth or scarf on the chair to indicate that someone is present.  Sometimes it is better to let every participant take place behind the chair for one moment, getting into the role and saying something, as the invited guest: “ I am Mary, I still feel very confused after the visit of an angel,”  or “ I am Mary, I think I have been dreaming”… Back on their own chair as themselves, the participants can ask questions. Other participants can react and answer the questions by walking to the chair, taking place behind it and telling something, as if they were the guest. It is possible that one question gets lots of different, even opposite answers. 
After a while, the leader indicates that time has come to let the guest go. He thanks him and asks the  participants to close their eyes again. The chair becomes just one of the chairs in the room again. However, it is best not to use it straight away as an ordinary chair to sit on! For some of the players, it is possible that there is still some “presence” left. 

Illustration 4

4. Close encounter

When people actually meet each other, something happens!

People can meet in so many different ways. Even if the story already suggests a lot, dramatizing the meeting can give it a completely different intensity or colour.  
This format is applicable whenever the text includes an implicit or explicit meeting.  
Let’s explain by means of the story about Elisabeth meeting Mary. (Lucas 1, 39 – 56)
The group is sitting in a semicircle. The leader asks who of the participants wants to take the role of Mary and who wants to play Elisabeth, if possible equally divided.  
Two players, one Elisabeth, one Mary, take a position and attitude according to the role they want to play.  Wearing a scarf may help them to get into the role. The leader interviews both players, just to help them come closer to the inside of the character they give expression to: who are they, what kind of feelings, intentions, fears, hopes…do they have. The interview prepares players for the encounter. 

Both players depart from a different place in the room and walk towards each other, so that the meeting can take place. The players decide for themselves where to stop, or the leader stops the play. It really should be a short happening!
The same play is repeated with other players, three or four times.  This gives the opportunity to experience how different the impact of an encounter between people can be. It is often a touching and truly exciting happening, because it is rather unpredictable how one player will react to the other. No agreements are made before playing.
Illustration 5 

5. Group interaction play
This is the long bibliodrama format in which many different roles interact with each other at the same time. It is a much more complex way of performing bibliodrama and too complex to explain here in a few sentences. 
Training

People with different backgrounds and of different ages who already have been part of the training: e.g. pedagogues, nurses, doctors, psychologists, clerical workers, teachers, religious people, priests, (youth)pastors, catechists, therapists…

They represent diverse Christian beliefs and other ideologies. Everyone’s need, level or target group is the starting point of the training and gets attention.

The Basic Training consists of three modules. The first module is a four-day event to experience bibliodrama, to practise basic skills in tutoring and small exercises. In a second module experiencing and practising with short formats is the issue. In module 3 are the basic skills refined and the accent lays on working with the group interaction drama.

Every year there is a  follow-up day dealing with another theme each time. Throughout the years we had for example:  immersing bibliodrama experiences, humour, dealing with difficult subjects like death and sorrow, exchanging after the game …
And there are also learning groups with group supervision
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