
 

Body, soul and humanity 
Ojai Playwrights Conference will honor writer/priest Bill Cain at Saturday gala 
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Playwrights and Jesuits are one and the same, says playwright and Jesuit priest Bill Cain. 

Both, he believes, find humanity in the margins. 

The Jesuits, an order of Roman Catholic priests, he said, "were founded not to be in a church or 
cloisters. We're sent into the world. The charter is for us to find God in the world and nurture it, 
usually at the margins, so I've done a lot of teaching in places like the South Bronx and finding God 
there. And I think that's what almost all playwrights do: find the greatest mystery where it hasn't been 
seen before." 

Cain, a co-honoree at this weekend's Ojai Playwrights Conference Benefit Gala, also finds humanity 
in places and concepts we usually infuse with capital-letter solemnity and intangibility: Resurrection, 
Hell, War, Self — even Ojai. 

The town is hailed by others who go there to create (artists, writers, musicians) for its bucolic aura. 

But New York City dweller Cain, a five-time participant in the Ojai Playwrights Conference, where 
writers develop and get feedback on new plays, said with a laugh that he is "immune to nature. I'm 
from New York, where we eliminated nature a long time ago." 

Yes, he said, Ojai is "overwhelmingly beautiful," but it's the sense of community that inspires him. 

"Usually at a play workshop, writers are given a director and go to separate rooms to start work on 
their plays," he said. "It feels a bit competitive at the end." But at the start of the Ojai workshops, he 
said, "you all read one another's plays, so you become a character in the other playwrights' work. It 
creates a community engaged in a creative effort with a depth I've never seen anyplace else." 

More on what else Cain finds and sees in the world in a minute … after we deal with the celeb 
sightings. 



Saturday's annual gala, which includes a show followed by a dinner and auction, is celebrity-soaked 
as usual. Cain's co-honoree is actress and OPC board member Dana Delany, a staunch supporter of 
the conference known for her Emmy-winning stint on "China Beach" and roles in other TV series. 

The show, "Body and Soul: An OPC Cabaret," features standout TV, film and/or stage actors reading 
scenes from Cain's plays, plus cabaret music. This year's lineup includes "Suits" actor Patrick J. 
Adams, "Phantom of the Opera" phenom Davis Gaines, Oscar-winning actress Marcia Gay Harden, 
cabaret star Andrea Marcovicci, Emmy-winning "Will & Grace" actress Megan Mullally, "Parks and 
Recreation" TV actor Nick Offerman, "Star Trek" and "Heroes" actor Zachary Quinto, "Wings" man 
Steven Weber and "ER's" Noah Wyle. At the post-show festivities, Conan O'Brien will make an 
appearance as a guest auctioneer. 

Cain could easily get lost in the superstar tornado, and might be glad to. Robert Egan, OPC artistic 
director, said Cain, when told he would be this year's playwright honoree, "responded in typical Bill 
Cain fashion: with profound humility. He doesn't like the limelight; he likes to speak through his work. 
But the show itself is a big celebration of Bill Cain." 

Egan said Cain's works are "profoundly human. He's always addressing the burning issues that face 
us today, whether it be religion, the Iraq War, the death of his mother. He has a searing insight into 
the human soul, with humor and passion and a kind of deep, soulful elegance." 

Adams, who plays Mike Ross on the USA Network's "Suits," has been in nearly all of Cain's plays, 
starting with "The Laying on of Hands" (although age 20 at the time, he played a 12-year-old altar 
boy). 

He described Cain as a friend, mentor, artistic partner, spiritual adviser and "the most honest person 
I've ever met. It's a brutal honesty, but there's a kindness to it. I've never seen it come from an angry 
place." 

PLAY BY PLAY 

Cain, who founded the Boston Shakespeare Company in Boston in 1975 and was its artistic director 
for seven seasons, has developed five plays at the Ojai Playwrights Conference. Cain first attended 
the event in 2005 with "The Laying on of Hands," followed by "Equivocation" in 2007, "9 Circles" in 
2008, "How to Write a New Book for the Bible" in 2009 and "thirty three" in 2011. 

All these plays except the last (because it's still not finished) have gone places other than Ojai. 

"Equivocation" was staged at the Geffen Playhouse in L.A., winning an Ovation Award for best play 
at a large theater, and at the Manhattan Theatre Club and Oregon Shakespeare Festival. "9 Circles" 
was presented at the Bootleg Theater in Los Angeles (produced by and starring Adams) and the 
Marin Theatre Company. Additional theaters around the country have produced these and other 
Cain plays. 



Both "Equivocation" and "9 Circles" won the Steinberg/American Theatre Critics Association New 
Play Award. The honor, which goes each year to the ATCA's pick for the best new play premiered 
professionally in the U.S. outside New York, comes with a $25,000 prize. Cain is the only playwright 
to have won the award in two consecutive years (2010 and 2011). 

Cain's first play, "Stand-up Tragedy," staged in 1989 at the Mark Taper Forum, won five Los Angeles 
Drama Critics Circle awards, including best production and writing, and later moved to Broadway. 

Egan, former artistic director at the Mark Taper, also founded the L.A. theater's New Work Festival. 
He met Cain about 25 years ago when the playwright's "Stand-up Tragedy" was selected from 1,000 
entries as the festival's inaugural production. 

"His play sort of set the standard of what we were looking for," Egan said. (Other works developed at 
the New Work Festival include Tony Kushner's Tony- and Pulitzer-winning "Angels in America.") 
Cain then worked in TV and film, and didn't write another play until coming to Ojai in 2005. 

TV watchers might be familiar with the controversial NBC drama series "Nothing Sacred," which Cain 
co-wrote, co-created and co-produced. The show, which was canceled during its first season in 1998 
after a boycott of the series and its advertisers, starred Kevin Anderson as a priest who struggled 
with thorny issues like abortion, homosexuality, illegal immigration and AIDS. The Catholic League 
called it "a political statement disguised as entertainment." Despite the cancellation, an episode of 
"Nothing Sacred" won a Peabody Award. 

"It was an extraordinary experience," Cain said of the show. "The miracle was that we got to do it 
all." 

TOUGH TRUTHS 

Cain's first Ojai project, "The Laying on of Hands," was about sexual abuse in the church. "It's gotten 
lots of festival presentation as a reading," Cain said, "but hasn't fared well as a full production. I can 
understand — it's a very tough, challenging play." 

"Equivocation" is a multilayered work in which King James I commissions Shakespeare (called 
"Shag" in the play) to write a play about the Gunpowder Plot, a failed attempt by English Catholics to 
blow up England's House of Parliament in 1605. Shag, who realizes the king's version of the plot is a 
lie, instead writes "Macbeth." 

Cain said "Equivocation" is "ultimately about how to tell the truth in difficult times. When lies are flying 
around you and politics is overwhelming everything, one person tries to tell the truth, and what are 
the ramifications of that." 

In a 2010 New York magazine article, Cain explained what "equivocation" meant to him: "Miep Gies, 
the woman who protected Anne Frank … said, 'We are hiding no one.' That's what equivocation is." 



"9 Circles" (referring to the circles of hell in Dante's "Inferno") was only "6 circles" before Cain came 
to Ojai and wrote the final three parts. It's been called a critique of U.S. involvement in Iraq. But 
according to Cain, "It's never been a play about Iraq. The setting is Iraq. The play is about discovery 
of self. This soldier who was the key figure in a truly horrendous war crime has to confront what he 
did, and by doing that it becomes a play about us as a people." 

Adams said playing the soldier in "9 Circles" was especially meaningful because "I realized how 
someone like a Bill Cain could take a story so despicable and disgusting and glossed over, and put it 
into context and change it completely so that it forced the audience and readers to take responsibility 
for something they pushed away." 

Cain started his most recent Ojai play-in-progress, "thirty three," after his best friend of almost 50 
years died. The title of the play, whose characters are "Jesus, Mary Magdalene and an actor based 
on Colin Farrell," Cain said, refers to Jesus' age when he died, and the other two characters are in 
their 30s. 

"My friend Kevin and I had gone through life as two friends who were priests, looking for God in all 
things," Cain said. The play was an attempt to "really investigate the resurrection. We know what 
crucifixion is; it's 

somebody innocent gets nailed. But what does resurrection mean? It's a big mystery. It's what 
defines Jesus — it's what makes the year 1 '1' as opposed to one more year of the Roman Empire." 
But resurrection, he discovered, is about us, too. 

So Easter this year, Cain said, was "less mythological" for him than ever before — more about 
humanity, not just deity. 
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