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(From left) Tracie Lockwood, Rob Nagle, Edward Hoﬁg and Annika Marks in Jason Odell
Williams’ play “Church & State” at the Skylight Theatre. Photo by Ed Krieger

In the new play “Church & State,” onstage at the Skylight Theatre in
East Hollywood, a conservative Southern Christian politician running
for re-election to the United States Senate has a crisis of faith. After a
school shooting in which 39 children are massacred, including two
friends of his own children, Sen. Charles Whitmore (Rob Nagle), whose
campaign slogan had been “Jesus is my running mate,” suddenly
expresses doubts about God’s existence to a blogger, who asks the
senator if he prayed after the tragedy. Whitmore’s answer goes viral,
to the dismay of his Jewish campaign manager, Alex Klein (Annika
Marks), and the outrage of his deeply religious wife, Sara (Tracie
Lockwood). Whitmore also begins to question his support for

unregulated gun ownership.

Playwright Jason Odell Williams said in a recent interview that the
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impetus for the story grew out of the recent spate of mass shootings in
the United States, beginning with the one at Virginia Tech in 2007,
near where the playwright attended college. That incident was
followed by the shooting of Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords in
suburban Tucson, Ariz., (2011), and then the 2012 shooting at the
Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Conn., in which 20 young
children were killed, along with six adults.

“Sandy Hook was the one that really broke me,” Williams said, “and I
was just devastated. It’s very close to where we live in New York. I
didn’t know it at the time, but I found out later that the close friend of
areally good friend of mine lost a son at Sandy Hook.

“I didn’t know it, and the play was already mostly finished, but it just
proved to me again that this can happen anywhere, anytime, to

anyone.”

Williams went on to describe his play’s three main characters, who
could easily have become stereotypes, but whom he has carefully
fashioned as fully believable, three-dimensional human beings.
Whitmore, the junior senator from North Carolina, comes from a
political background. “His father was in politics. His brothers are in
politics. And he’s sort of going into the family business. He never
really did it because of his passion. He just kind of did it because he
could.

“He’s a Republican who isn’t necessarily married to the core values of
the GOP,” Williams said. “He’s a man of faith, a family man. He’s very
devoted to his wife and kids, and he’s just slapped in the face with this

event.”

Meanwhile, Whitmore’s wife, Sara, is drawn as a lovable, deeply God-
fearing Southern Christian who can be overbearing but is also very
funny. While her husband’s career made it necessary for her to come
across as a supportive housewife who stays in the background, there is
really more to her than meets the eye. Williams considers this
character to be, at her core, a serious woman of depth and complexity.
“I think she’s a very smart person, and I think she was a very
successful real estate agent in her day, while they were both working,”
he said. “And then once they had kids, things changed. I love all my
characters, but she’s one that is particularly fun to write, because she

just has a vernacular and a cadence and a way of talking that I love.”

Although Sara often clashes with Alex, the liberal Jewish campaign
maven from New York, the two women are allied in their insistence
that Whitmore remain true to his original belief system and not risk
alienating his constituents. The playwright describes Klein, who puts
her own progressive views aside in order to manage the senator’s re-
election bid, as a political player whose star is on the rise and who sees

Whitmore as a horse that she can ride to the White House.


http://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&taboola_utm_source=jewishjournal&taboola_utm_medium=bytaboola&taboola_utm_content=alternating-thumbnails-rr:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuRDl8xrGK8s5oMJUK-xqTwlH3NLJ8dSNogg_obOWSdJDjpebi_kLwLV0LtHbq4R46fAa6ofFVuwBv3T0l13gELaWE3dh_eVyHowl2Tr4oyPdK9qdHyVNYndle0j04yJqr0oA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzPIWXLecW3AG&urlfix=1&adurl=http://pixel.mathtag.com/click/img%3Fmt_aid%3D4346746375298123345%26mt_id%3D2830215%26mt_adid%3D106629%26mt_sid%3D1462915%26mt_exid%3D4%26mt_inapp%3D0%26mt_uuid%3D3ca7577b-a9e0-4400-94f3-2399f34163cc%26mt_3pck%3Dhttps%253A//adclick.g.doubleclick.net/aclk%253Fsa%253DL%2526ai%253DCbiEvUcGZV4m-D8aYigOn846gCdW88ZRG8r3gsDDAjbcBEAEgAGDJvoOHyKOQGYIBF2NhLXB1Yi04MDI5OTk0ODM5Mzg3NTMxyAEJ4AIAqAMBqgTuAU_QOTIQgJYscNEvxsW8iUPm4Ww0DsG3uQ1TEKsuTXDgcR4-vPh5LZ9nWM8NZjdvolxhA-Yh1Gdt1qqlZULi4hX798dROQ2wSrYQ0vSQ-a50soKGsllgT5dsMxT85Z2jlMXFqYZtPjzzJo0Dycl1AGTLcSQ_8NLxo0cMutk-XwMZi-ClYeBKqEBgxUouSWm5Y_0RTrrYo0S1zhb0Yj0wNC2BWZ6SJyPlFR24qh8C5hH6GvVFEjKb8gPN6GcwVuPd1NvsuWxvysvbIgU4pIOR4JgfkJfFtA7w7dekVXcpDVKm_DW01gUu1G4Cyct-npbgBAGABrbFjaixmuO0kgGgBiGoB6a-G9gHAA%2526num%253D1%2526sig%253DAOD64_3qXPVBUwS_aXk43cWxcia-YhuGMA%2526client%253Dca-pub-8029994839387531%2526adurl%253D%26mt_lp%3Dhttp%253A//israel.travel/%253Futm_source%253Daffiperf%2526utm_medium%253Ddisplay%2526utm_campaign%253Djewish_english%26redirect%3Dhttp://israel.travel/%253Futm_source%253Daffiperf%2526utm_medium%253Ddisplay%2526utm_campaign%253Djewish_english
http://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&taboola_utm_source=jewishjournal&taboola_utm_medium=bytaboola&taboola_utm_content=alternating-thumbnails-rr:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails:
http://gundrymd.com/cmd.php?ad=801094&utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood/article/why_did_cameron_diaz_have_a_jewish_wedding
http://www.homesolarprograms.com/tab021/homeowners-are-furious-with-their-power-company/?campid=04F0AD93589527F1&utm_source=Taboola
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywoodjew/item/asking_the_wrong_questions_about_chelsea_clintons_conversion_20100713
http://www.trend-chaser.com/entertainment/child-stars-70s/?utm_campaign=css-d-us-160719-tc-tb&utm_content=2475a9&utm_source=tb&utm_medium=cpc&utm_term=jewishjournal-https%3A%2F%2Fconsole.brax-cdn.com%2Fcreatives%2Fb86bbc0b-1fab-4ae3-9b34-fef78c1a7488%2Fmason_70s_64b55834d9b41cb893dd94f0adfa4b9f.png-These+70s+Child+Stars+Are+Unrecognizable+Now
http://www.jewishjournal.com/hollywood/article/dustin_hoffman_breaks_down_on_finding_your_roots_after_discovering_his_jewi

“I think being Jewish is just one of her many layers, [including] the
fact that she is more liberal than Charlie and Sara are, the fact that she
is from New York, and she is fast-talking, fast-paced, with three

BlackBerries in her pocket.”

Although Williams said he grew up as what he called a “Christmas and
Easter Christian,” he is very familiar with Judaism. His wife, actress-
singer-producer Charlotte Cohn, is Israeli and was raised in an
Orthodox home. “Then she came to America,” he explained, “was very
secular and embraced American, Western ‘who cares about religion’
kind of culture. And as our relationship progressed and we got
married, and we had a daughter, she has kind of found her way back

to it, slowly. We’ll go to synagogue once in a while.”

He continued, “I love going to those places with her. I just don’t like it

when it gets fanatical and becomes an obsession.”

With respect to his current play, Williams acknowledges that his own
views are echoed in the definitive speech Whitmore gives near the
end, in which he pleads passionately for responsible, moderate gun

control.

“I know that, for the most part, we’re preaching to the choir right
now,” Williams said. “We’re doing it in New York, New Jersey and
California, but the goal with the play is to get it in as many venues as
possible across the country, and that means Florida, Texas, Oklahoma,
any red state you can think of. So, hopefully, at some point, he
[Whitmore] will be making that speech to audiences whose minds we

can actually change.”
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