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For Still Point, theater is for everyone

by Nicholas Sciarappa | Jun. 6, 2014
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Since 1993, Still Point Theatre Collective has been producing professional touring stage performances
that have gained a positive reputation in the Chicago area, throughout the Midwest and beyond.

But for Still Point, theater is more than just selling out shows and attracting audiences to share
inspiring stories. Separate from the professional productions, the group has outreach programs that
teach both the fundamentals and the power of theatrical expression to the developmentally disabled
and female prisoners. For Still Point, theater is for everyone.

Related: Evangelizing actors ignite mission flame by Joseph R. Veneroso

Still Point founder Lisa Wagner-Carollo hoped to work in ministry since the age of 15, was active in
theater in high school and college, and felt a calling to social justice.

"It was kind of confusing, wanting to go into ministry, social justice and theater," she said.

Inspired by Dorothy Day, co-founder of the Catholic Worker movement,
Wagner-Carollo created a play about Day's life through the Call to Action
theater ministry. From there, Wagner-Carollo's desire to expand her vision
of creating and starring in professional stage productions and to teach
theater to the developmentally disabled grew into her own theater initiative.
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The name Still Point came from the idea that there is a still point in each
person where God lives that can't be violated.




"Having a small theater company can be very challenging," Wagner-Carollo
said. "You're going against the grain in many ways. I decided that I wanted to call it Still Point as a
reminder of where the focus should be."

Ever since, Still Point has been breaking the mold of what it means to be a theater collective. One of
the outreach initiatives, the Imagination Workshop, boasts seven workshops a week in various
developmental disability centers.

With the Imagination Workshop, Still Point designs a theater program "based on the participants'
functionality and need," said Ben Gray, managing director of Still Point. "It might include dancing,
movement and music."

Periodically, those in the program put on performances for family members, staff and others in the
community.

"I've seen the changes in communication skills happen due to these programs,” Gray said. "These
people really open up and express themselves freely."

On top of its commitment to working with the developmentally disabled, Still Point began a new
program in 1998 called the Persephone Project, bringing the arts to women in Chicago-area detention
centers. The project allows participants to work together to express themselves through storytelling
and journaling. The collective takes the women's works and adapts them into a play that the women
perform for prison volunteers, fellow inmates and invited guests.

Teaching classes in the prisons comes with some challenges.

"Building trust is the main thing," Gray said. "Outside of the class, the last thing that they want to do is
trust one another. They have to be wary of one another. Improvisation games, reflection in front of
others, and theater take trust.”

The Persephone Project has evolved into the Sisters Rising project, which has the same goals, but is
aimed at women who were recently released from prison. Participants receive a stipend as they learn

life skills while touring their shows in the Chicago area.

"Art has something that we think has value for everyone," Gray said. "It should be a part of
everyone's daily life as a means of expressing themselves."

[Nicholas Sciarappa is an NCR Bertelsen intern. His email address is nsciarappa@ncronline.org.]

This story appeared in the June 6-19, 2014 print issue under the headline: For Still Point, theater is for everyone .
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