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the play’s the thing

WhY Middle SchoolerS actuallY need More draMa in their liveS

This is why i speak to them in parables, because they look but do not see and hear but do not 
listen and understand. 3  Matthew 13:13

is Jesus speaking to middle school teachers in this passage or what? because no one can “look but not see” you 
better than a middle school kid. oh sure, kindergartners may get distracted easily, but they’re amateurs next to a 
couple of middle schoolers who were up late last night texting. Jesus shows us right there in Matthew’s Gospel how 
much he understands the plight of middle school teachers. and as always, he has the answer. it’s called drama.

the drama button

anyone who’s managed to get within ten feet of a tween or teen knows that they’re all about the drama. and it’s 
not just girls. God wired the drama button into every human to go off sometime during the first eighteen months 
of life. you can tell by the astonished look on a parent’s face when her adorable little cherub starts wailing about 
seemingly nothing that the two-year-old drama alarm just sounded its clarion call.

and you can tell by the astonished look on a parent’s face when her thirteen-year-old starts wailing about 
seemingly nothing that the drama button has once again reared its terrifying head. and sadly, when that teenage 
drama button rings, it’s longer, louder, and angrier, and often accompanied by music from another planet alto-
gether. and there’s no snooze button for tired parents and teachers.

it’s no secret that drama is a huge part of every teen’s life. The trouble for parents, teachers, and catechists is 
that it isn’t the right kind of drama. or is it?

the Bible as teen drama?

Teens and tweens would totally get the bible if we let them see the drama in it. and let’s face it: The bible has 
more teen angst than the waiting room at the dermatologist’s office. King david was a “youth handsome to 
behold” when he had his showdown with the giant-monster-freak. Mary was about fourteen when she learned 
her destiny. and don’t forget that Jesus himself was twelve when his parents freaked out just because he wanted 
to hang out with an older crowd.
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This is the kind of stuff teens eat up, if only we’d present it to them in a way they can identify with. if only it 
were something they could experience. something they could live and breathe. something they could…um…
act out.

ah, there it is. They act out every emotion that flits past them in the course of a day, why not get them to 
act out the bible? dramatize the drama, if you will. oh right, you say. i can’t even get them to raise their hand in 
class. That brings us to the next subject.

Why middle schoolers need more comedy in their lives

i can hear you laughing at that one. Teens need more comedy like they need new apps for their phones. yes, we 
all know that teens and tweens love comedy. yes, they use humor inappropriately and way too often. and yes, 
they like to push our buttons with it. but how are they going to learn to use God’s gift of laughter—especially 
if they are bombarded by the kind of mean-spirited humor that’s popular nowadays—if we don’t guide them 
through it?

again, drama is the answer. The great thing about drama is that it puts words into our mouths that we might 
never say on our own. when we’re actors in a play, we can almost take full credit for the witty comebacks we’d 
never think of with the split-second timing of those beguiling characters we play.

so let’s put humor—appropriate humor—into kids’ mouths. let’s make it something they can enjoy without 
driving us crazy. let them shout it from the rooftops, or at least from the front of your classroom.

wait. what was that again? sure, comedy is fine for english or social studies, but a religion class? a cate-
chism meeting? isn’t that inappropriate?

Was Jesus ever funny and lighthearted?  
You bet your ploughshares he was

and people were bringing children to him to him then that he might lay his hands on them and 
pray. but the disciples rebuked them. but Jesus said to them, “let the little children be, and do 
not hinder them from coming to me, for of such is the kingdom of heaven.”  
 3  Mark 10:13–14

if this isn’t one of your favorite scripture stories, there’s something seriously wrong. who doesn’t picture those 
cute kids scrambling all over Jesus—sitting on his lap, twirling his hair, holding his face, and looking deep into 
his eyes? we see him as a favorite uncle, the guy they can’t wait to be with. and he looks at them with love and 
says, “such is the kingdom of heaven.”

now most kids i know tend to avoid solemn, dour-faced people (like the disciples in this passage). something 
in Jesus—besides his divinity—drew these kids to him. i like to think they saw in Jesus someone who would 
experience joy with them. Maybe they saw Jesus as someone who laughed easily and kindly and gently. isn’t that 
how we want our kids to experience him?
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The great teacher saint John bosco said that you win kids’ confidence and love by “bringing them into touch 
with yourself, by breaking through all the hindrances that keep them at a distance.” he also says that we must 
“accommodate ourselves to their tastes.”

That doesn’t mean we become them. rather, we must appreciate their outlook, their humor, and yes, even 
their language, just as Jesus did.

But they’ve already tuned out, before they even get to my class

and they were all filled with the holy spirit and began to speak in foreign tongues, even as the 
holy spirit prompted them to speak….and when this sound was heard, the multitude gathered 
and were bewildered in mind, because each heard them speaking in his own language.   
 3  acts 2:4–6

as catechists, we’re called by God to teach in a way that all can understand. but thanks to technology that 
advances at breakneck speed, and an entertainment culture that constantly pushes the envelope of what’s accept-
able, today’s generation gap is wider than ever. so when we speak to kids about their faith, we’re losing them 
faster than ever. we’re not speaking the same language. yet if the holy spirit compels each of us to speak in 
“foreign tongues,” so that all can hear in his own language, doesn’t that apply to everyone, including the next 
generation?

sometimes it seems like the language of that generation consists of about fifteen words, and three of those 
are “like.” so we worry that if we use today’s language, somehow today’s values will attach themselves like germs 
on a lunch table to what we’re saying.

The problem is that kids have already gone so far around the edge of language and humor that the traditional 
language of our catechism, as beautiful as it is, is often lost on them. so we must, like the apostles, speak in their 
language so they will understand.

Most of us are uncomfortable with that. and we should be. we feel silly talking like teenagers. again, drama 
is the answer. we don’t have to say words like “dude” and “no way,” if that’s not how we speak. The kids can say it 
if it’s written in the lines. They feel comfortable speaking that way, so let them do it. and like those good germs 
that we all need, the scriptural truths can hang on tight.

as long as we don’t dilute the truths of our catholic faith, as long as we show christian love and fellowship, 
and as long as our kids are learning by doing, let’s bring on the modern language, the humor, the fun, and yes, 
the drama.




