hey were just four young adults — everybody

called them “kids” — cruising from town to town

in a red conversion van donated by a hippie who
had become a believer in Jesus. The van’s walls were
covered with red-shag carpet and black fur framed the
windows. The exterior read, “Good Times Machine,”
but the palm-tree-and-sunset mural on the side was
replaced by the words “Iowa Christian Theater.”

The red van is gone. In 1980 Marsha and Jeff Han-
son and Mark and Susan Stanley renamed their group
Lampost Theater Company. Now their home base is
First Baptist Church, Cedar Falls, Iowa.

Lampost Theater Company combines dramatic art
with the truth of the gospel. They attempt to teach
the life-altering message of the good news in a style
that will open the eyes and ears of every viewer. Their
theatre company has been around the world and
ministered to audiences of all cultures, races, ages —
and at different spiritual stages.

Now, in hopes of carrying the message of Jesus
Christ even further, Lampost has produced their ma-
terials and are making them available for churches,
Bible colleges and any other group that wants to in-
corporate drama into its ministry. Whether it is a Sun-
day morning drama sketch, a video presentation,
training materials or an entire dinner theatre produc-
tion, Lampost might have what a church is looking for.

Humble beginnings and miraculous provision

When Lampost first started, the words Christian and
theatre were as much a contradiction as the hippie
van and the clean-cut kids that traveled in it. The van
was their home-on-the-road, and it took them to
churches large and small, rural and urban, as well as
to coffeehouses, prisons, colleges and military bases.

“In the early days, we would often live out of the
van,” recalls Jeff Hanson, Lampost’s director. “We
might leave one coffeehouse in Chicago at midnight,
then drive all night to do a church service in
Minneapolis the next morning.”

Finances were as tight as their schedule. They be-
lieved it was their vocation to survive entirely on free-
will offerings. This enabled them to go into small
churches that never got the benefit of guest ministries.
Prisons — always done gratis — dotted their schedule
as well. “We lived literally hand-to-mouth,” says
Jeff’s wife, Marsha. “And sometimes just hand-to-gas
tank. But the Lord always provided.”

The group has seen God work miracles on their be-
half many times over the years. She recalls the time
when a man with an overcoat and an umbrella came
into the final two minutes of a performance, handed
them a check that enabled them to get supper and
move on down the road. “It was very mysterious. We
don’t know where this stranger came from — and he
carried an umbrella when it wasn’t raining.”

Lampost still looks at those early years as God's
training ground for them. “All we had to do was spend
our time seeking Him and finding creative ways to
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express what we found.” Life compressed in a van
would prepare them for a unique approach to disci-
pleship that became their hallmark in the years to
come. Seeing the diversity of the body of Christ as
they traveled gave them a sense of the ministry
needs within the church in America.

The red van is gone. Now they have a website:
www.lampost.com. In the past, they sometimes used
lighting made from coffee cans. Now they use com-
puters, video and digital media to support the message.

Coconspirators in creativity

Marsha and Jeff met through theatre. Jeff refers to
Marsha affectionately as his “constant coconspirator
in creativity.” Mark and Susan Stanley round out the
Lampost team. Susan toured with Marsha and Jeff
when they all were single. Later, when she met Mark
through a drama ministry in college and the two were
married, the foursome decided to “hit the road” as a
group.

“People always wondered how we could get along
as two couples working and living together out of a
van,” recounts Susan. “But it was a calling; we entered
into a commitment as a community together, and
we looked at the stretching situations as growth op-
portunities. Just like in a marriage.”

Equipping the saints

By the late ‘80s, Lampost discovered the disciple-
ship potential of their ministry. The performance min-
istry thrived, and they began bringing college gradu-
ates into their home as apprentices. The idea was to
inspire disciples with a sense of creative ministry as a
way of life. Apprentices lived as part of the commu-
nity and shared responsibilities ranging from doing
the dishes to performing. The Lampost leaders and
the apprentices spent time together in worship,
prayer, study and ministry.

The goal was not to produce Christian actors, but
disciples ready to minister creatively in any vocation.
They avoided accepting students into the program
who were enamored by the stage. Usually, a new team’s
first assignment was an “insurmountable work project.”
They did things such as installing a series of sidewalks
or constructing an addition to the ministry’s building.

These projects were never accompanied by in-
structions. The work was purposefully contrary to
what one might expect from “artistic temperaments,”
and many of the students did not have experience
in the work they were assigned to do. This method
has a purpose — everyone was on a level playing
field. No one was an expert; so they all were depen-
dent on each other to find solutions.

Many graduates of the Lampost discipleship pro-
gram have gone on to pastoral ministry and missions,
others into a variety of careers. Even after 10 or more

years, former apprentices write to tell of how it was

the most influential year of their lives.
By now, Lampost was performing in more than 350
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venues annually, and their creative community had grown to include an annual
rotation of college-aged apprentices. Both couples and an assortment of apprentices
lived under one roof, still supported by freewill offerings.

All'in the Family

Myka and Rachel Hanson (ages 14 and 9), and Nathan Stanley (13) grew up back-
stage and onstage, but never as “theater brats.” They now participate in perfor-
mances and training seminars by choice. Now well into a normal school routine,
all three children are somewhat disappointed they are not on the road as much.
They learned many things traveling with their parents and enjoyed Florida beach
time in the winter and Colorado mountains in the summer. They also have seen
how practical and satisfying ministry can be. And they have had a front-row seat
to lessons about bringing the gospel overseas — missions, that is.

Global impact

Imagine 2000 teenagers in the Florida swamps, sleeping in tents. With no elec-
tricity, they wake at 5:30 a.m. to run a jungle obstacle course before breakfast, fol-
lowed by a full day of training in Bible, spiritual warfare and block laying. This is
Teen Missions training camp. Doesn’t sound like a place for the arts, does it? But
Lampost saw it as an ideal match. Why? Drama and mime communicate across
cultural and language barriers. Here is the description of a drama presentation
that occurred before the former USSR collapsed.

The team performed “The Cage,” one of Lampost’s most popular outreach pieces.
In the mime, the performers are trapped within an invisible cage. They portray
gloom, hopelessness and anguish. Then one person reaches outside the cage and
finds a Bible. Opening the book, he discovers a key. Through a series of events,
the performers are all released from bondage with this key. At the end of the
mime, they reach out to the audience, holding out the Bible as an invitation.

“As we finished our first performance of the mime in the Ukraine,” said a team
member, “people in the audience started climbing over top of each other to get
the Bible. From that time on, we had everyone in the cast hold out a Bible at the
end, and whoever came and got it, kept it.”

“The Cage” is one of many resources Lampost has developed and created on
video. Churches and outreach teams around the world now use “The Cage” in their
ministries.

Although their travels have scaled down, Lampost continues to partner with a
number of missions organizations as well as providing resources for church short-
term mission teams. Every summer Lampost goes back and forth between Florida
and New York as the sole evangelistic drama trainers for Teen Missions and Touch
the World Ministries. YWAM (Youth With a Mission) also uses Lampost’s videos to
train their youth.

Jeff explains the purpose of the missions training: “An individual trained in
drama has learned to break through inhibitions and is simply better prepared to
communicate — whatever the medium, wherever the location.”

Coming o a screen near you

The digital age has allowed Lampost to travel to an even broader mission field.
Computer animation and desktop video have become tools to produce a whole
new series of outreach materials. In this way, any church interested in using drama
ministry can have Lampost right in their rehearsal space. “It’s much easier and
cheaper to transport a tape than a team,” muses Susan, who sends out Lampost
books and training videos across the country and overseas.

With churches nationwide installing projections systems, Lampost sees another
canvas for creative ministry. “It’s a shame to install all that fancy equipment and
then use it just to show text and song lyrics.” So Lampost has been producing video
and slide material to fill those screens with creative expressions proclaiming the
Lordship of Christ.

Jeff Hansen says, “Multimedia itself is a great way to teach, preach and exhort
with the message of Christ. How can we not use it to communicate the gospel?”

The Final Frontier
In the mid-'90s, the group felt God calling them

into long-term, local church involvement. They
joined the staff of First Baptist Church in Cedar Falls,
Iowa.

They had identified needs in churches before, and
had trained pastors, church and missions teams for
creative ministry, but they had always been outside
experts. Now, with a working church home, Jeff says,
“We now have a living laboratory, a place where we
can develop things with other congregations in mind.
You are working with volunteers on different busy
schedules. You don’t have complete control, but that’s
life.” Having a homebase in a church gives the group
new understanding and new ways to develop material
for their church and beyond.

Lampost’s presence positively affects the week-to-
week ministry of First Baptist Church. They do
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Lamppost dramatica presentations
(clockwise from upper left):

“Colors”

Video prepares a team to share the colors of
Salvation. The joy of life. Selfishness enters the
world trapped in sin the ultimate sacrifice.

“Make up Your Mime!”

Training Video seeks to teach in a flash. Drawing
drama from everyday life. Pulling for a clear teach-
ing. Add a little humor to make training fun.
Multimedia spices up the learning process.

“The Wedding”

The Bridesmaids are here to help (maybe). “I came
for the free food and a chance to trash their car!”
The crazy cook tweeks the sauce. It's all a bit too
much for the bride. The vagabond brings it all to-
gether.

“Ethics”

A lecture contrasting Ethics and Morality. Morality
does not always follow the Ethic. “Fashionable
morality” as exemplified in hemlines. The ethos of a
hamburger compared to the common fast-food
occurance. Joining in to the popular morality

“Time Battles”

"Everyguy” receives a message from God. He takes
the bus as usual. He discovers that the sky is falling.
He warns the political leaders. “The budget is in
deficit. Can’t save the world this fiscal year.”

He takes the message to Mr. Bigwig. But discovers
that sharing the message is up to you.
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publication layouts, slide and video presentations and short dramas for Sunday
services. And Lampost is discovering ways to help the local church with unique
outreach events.

“The Wedding” is one example. This comedic dinner-theatre event, billed as a
“semi-musical, quasi-interactive, pseudo-theatrical fiasco” invites the audience to
become a part of a wedding with a twist — the groom is missing. As the wedding
ceremony falls apart around the audience, the drama unfolds with a vital mes-
sage. It is that Christ wants us — however stained — to be His Bride.

First Baptist Church has found that the message of “The Wedding” appeals and
applies to both believer and nonbeliever. The entertaining atmosphere and com-
fortable environment have given members a prime opportunity to bring an “out-
sider” to church. The gospel has been presented in a non-threatening, creative con-
text. Since the cast consists of church members, most of whom have little or no
acting experience, an ideal teaching and discipleship environment was established.

Because Lampost, through their home church base, has experienced firsthand
the transforming potential of drama in church ministry, they are making this out-
reach available to other churches. Regarding the dinner theater productions, Marsha
enthusiastically says, “Because we’ve done it from within, we know it works. We
know what to point out to others who want to use it. We will include a video to
make the drama easier to produce. We may even include the menu and the grocery
list for the dinner — whatever we can do to support the use of creative outreach in
other churches.”

Currently, Lampost is stepping up the area of resource production and publication
to support the ministry of more churches and outreach groups.

They are pleased that drama and the arts have found a greater acceptance as tools
for ministry. “But now it’s time to see that creative ministry is not just icing on the
cake,” says Jeff. “It’s not just a gimmick to get attention. It is as old as the prophets
and as Christian as the parables Jesus taught. It is ancient and postmodern at the
same time, and such a creative God deserves our most creative expression of His
good news.” 0

Kay Fuller is a freelancer writer and wife of John Fuller, senior pastor of First Baptist Church,
Cedar Falls, Iowa.

church
and Lampost

Want to find more about Lampost, or place an order?
Please contact them at:

Lampost

424 Heritage Rd., Cedar Falls, 1A 50613
Phone: (319) 277-8034

e-mail: Jeffhanson@cfu.net

website: www.lampost.com




