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INTRODUCTION
 
In Sister Act, Deloris Van Cartier, a flamboant lounge singer disguised herself as a 
humble nun, in order escape from her villainous boyfriend and his henchmen. While at 
first Deloris clashes with Mother Superior and the strict rules of the convent, she finds 
her footing when she is made director of the convent choir. Deloris soon discovers that 
the joy of music transcends all cultures, religions, races and creeds.
 
As you and your students study and discuss Sister Act, we hope that this musical 
inspires you to find common ground with those who appear different from you.
 
Raise your voice with The Rep’s Sister Act and spread the love around!  
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P. Jay Clark as Monsignor O’Hara, Soara-Joye Ross as Deloris and Tracy Bidleman as Mother Superior in The Rep’s 
production of Sister Act.  Photo by John David Pittman



SYNOPSIS
 
Act 1
It is Christmas Eve in 1977 at a disco nightclub in Philadelphia. Deloris Van Cartier, an ambitious 
and flamboyant singer is auditioning for her boyfriend, nightclub owner Curtis Jackson (“Take Me to 
Heaven”). After Curtis refuses to let Deloris perform, she confides to her backup singers, Michelle and 
Tina, that she is thinking about breaking up with Curtis and pursuing a career on her own (“Fabulous, 
Baby”). As Deloris exits the club she sees Curtis shoot one of his henchmen.
 
Deloris flees to the police station where she runs into an old high school classmate, Lt. Eddie Souther. 
She tells Eddie that she has witnessed a murder. Eddie pleads with Deloris to testify against Curtis.  
Terrified by Curtis, Deloris reluctantly agrees to enter a witness protection program.  Determined to 
keep her safe, Eddie decides to put Deloris in a place where no one would ever expect to find her – a 
convent!
 
When Deloris arrives at the Queen of Angels Cathedral Convent she is alarmed to learn from the 
Mother Superior that contact with the outside world is strictly limited (“Here Within These Walls”).  
After several comedic interactions with a few of the cloistered nuns (amongst them, the perky 
Sister Mary Patrick, the shy Sister Mary Robert and the tough-as-nails Sister Mary Lazarus) Deloris 
discovers just how strict the rules of the convent really are (“It’s Good to Be a Nun”). Meanwhile, 
Curtis is frustrated that Deloris has escaped being captured by his henchmen (Joey, TJ and Pablo).  
Discovering that Deloris has gone to the authorities, Curtis vows that he will get her back and silence 
her (“When I Find My Baby”).
 
Mother Superior severely reprimands Deloris for sneaking out of the convent to visit a neighborhood 
bar.  As a way to keep Deloris out of trouble, Mother Superior assigns Deloris to sing with the convent 
choir.  Eddie informs Deloris that she will likely need to stay in the convent for a year.  Frustrated by 
Eddie’s sluggish efforts, Deloris storms off.  Eddie reflects on his timidity and his growing feelings 
for Deloris (“I Could Be That Guy”).  Horrified by the cacophonous sound of the choir, Deloris uses 
her musical talents to teach the nuns how to sing, even coaxing Sister Mary Robert out of her shell 
(“Raise Your Voice”). Inspired by Deloris’ direction, the choir performs a rousing, up-tempo hymn at 
mass (“Take Me to Heaven - Reprise”). Mother Superior is horrified by the choir’s presentation and 
demands that Eddie remove Deloris from the convent.

Act Two
The choir has become very popular and the flow of donations has paid for the church to be renovated 
(“Sunday Morning Fever”). Monsignor O’Hara excitedly tells the nuns that they have been invited to 
perform before the Pope during the papal visit to Philadelphia.  Meanwhile, Curtis and his henchmen 
spot Deloris leading the convent choir on a television newscast.  Curtis orders his men to sneak into 
the convent and bring Deloris back (“Lady in the Long Black Dress”). Meanwhile, Mother Superior 
prays to God, asking why He has given her the challenge that is Deloris Van Cartier (“I Haven’t Got a 
Prayer”).
 
The night before their performance for the Pontiff, the nuns ask Deloris to lead them in a prayer 
(“Bless Our Show”).  Mother Superior arrives shortly thereafter, informing Deloris that Eddie is coming 
to take her away.  The nuns are distraught to think that they will have to perform for the Pope without 
Deloris. As Deloris prepares to leave, Sister Mary Robert begs to come with her (“The Life I Never 
Led”).  Staying at Eddie’s house for the night, Deloris struggles with her conscience (“Fabulous, Baby! 
- Reprise”). Feeling guilty for leaving her new friends just when they need her the most, she decides 
to risk her life and return to the convent (“Sister Act”).
 
Curtis plots to get into the convent (“When I Find My Baby - Reprise”). Overjoyed by her return, 
the nuns vow to protect Deloris.  Mother Superior is adamant that they stay out of harm’s way. 
Sister Mary Robert refuses to hide (“The Life I Never Led - Reprise”). When the nuns find Deloris 
cornered by Curtis, they stand in front of her, unafraid (“Sister Act - Reprise”). Eddie arrives, arresting 
Curtis. With Mother Superior and Deloris finding common ground, the nuns perform a celebratory 
performance for the Pope (“Spread the Love Around”).
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CHARACTERS
 
Deloris Van Cartier / Sister Mary Clarence - a flamboyant nightclub singer in Philadelphia; must 
enter a convent as part of the witness protection program  

Mother Superior - the head of the Queen of Angels Cathedral Convent; believes in the sanctity of 
tradition 

Curtis Jackson - Deloris’s boyfriend; a married club owner; violent and cunning

Joey and Pablo - Curtis’s thugs 

TJ - Curtis’s nephew; also one of his thugs 

Lt. Eddie Souther - a policeman who is attempting to catch Curtis; went to high school with Deloris; 
also known as “Sweaty Eddie”

Sister Mary Robert - a shy postulant

Sister Mary Patrick - an enthusiastic nun 

Sister Mary Lazarus - a serious nun

Sister Mary Martin-of-Tours - a confused nun.  (She is named after St. Martin-of-Tours, a 4th-
century conscientious objector and bishop whose torn cloak became a sacred relic after it was 
restored to wholeness and enshrined in the Cathedral in Tours, France.) 

Sister Mary Theresa - an old nun 

Monsignor O’Hara - the head of the Queen of Angels Cathedral; desperate to save the church from 
being purchased, he is the one who negotiates the witness protection of Deloris 

Tina and Michelle - Deloris’s back-up singers  

Ernie Williams - a member of Curtis’s entourage who is murdered by Curtis when he is discovered to 
be a police informant 

Other Various Characters
Nuns, Cops, Bar Patrons, Waitress, Pool Players, Homeless People, Cab Driver, Newscaster, etc.
 
 
 

SETTING
PLACE: Philadelphia

TIME: 1977-78
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THE CREATORS
 

Alan Menken (Composer) is a multiple Oscar, Grammy, and Tony 
Award winner for his scores for stage and screen, most notably for The 
Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, and Aladdin, three blockbuster 
animated films (with collaborator, lyricist Howard Ashman) that signaled 
a new era in filmmaking for the Walt Disney studios, often called the 
“Disney Renaissance.” Menken has gone on to compose the scores 
(with additional songs) for the Broadway stage productions of those 
musicals as well. His musical version of the 1993 Robert de Niro film 
A Bronx Tale opened on Broadway in December 2016. A live-action 

film of Beauty and the Beast, starring Harry Potter’s Emma Watson and Downton Abbey’s Dan 
Stevens, premieres later in 2017. Other scores for stage, film, and television include Little Shop 
of Horrors, A Christmas Carol, Newsies, Pocahontas, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, Hercules, 
Enchanted, Tangled, Leap Of Faith, God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater, King David, Galavant, and The 
Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. Menken is a member of the Songwriter’s Hall of Fame. 

Glenn Slater (Lyricist) co-created Disney’s worldwide smash Tangled (2011 
Grammy Winner, 2010 Oscar and Golden Globe nominee), as well as the 
international hit musicals Sister Act (2011 Tony nominee) and The Little Mermaid 
(2008 Tony and Grammy nominee).  With longtime collaborator Alan Menken, he 
wrote the songs for ABC-TV’s “Galavant” (2015), Disney’s Home On The Range 
(2004) and Broadway’s Leap of Faith (Tony nominee – Best Musical, 2012).  In 
the West End, Slater provided book and lyrics for Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Love 
Never Dies (2010 Olivier nominee – Best Musical). Other work includes an 
Emmy-nominated song for ABC-TV’s “The Neighbors” (2013), and Newyorkers at 
MTC (Lucille Lortel, Drama Desk, Outer Critics Circle nominations). 

Whoopi Goldberg (Producer, West End and Broadway) is one of an elite 
group of artists who have won Academy, Grammy, Emmy and Tony Awards. 
She got her start on stage and was last seen on Broadway in Xanadu. 
She earned a Tony nomination for her return to the Lyceum Theatre 
commemorating the 20th anniversary of her original one-woman show. She 
starred in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum and produced 
and starred in the revival of Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom. She won the Tony 
for producing Thoroughly Modern Millie, and produced the hit production 

of Sister Act – The Musical (she also appeared as Mother Superior in the show for a special limited 
engagement), and the provocative new rock musical, White Noise. She has appeared in over 50 films 
and is the moderator of ABC’s The View. In addition to her successful film and television career, she 
is also a best-selling author. 

Bill and Cheri Steinkellner (Book) have won multiple Emmys, Golden Globes, 
Peoples’ Choice, BAFTA, Writers’ Guild, and TV Land Legend Awards for writing/
producing Cheers and Teacher’s Pet. Bill co-wrote The PeeWee Herman Show, 
Cheri the award-winning Hello! My Baby, soon to be California’s first All-State 
Musical. Founders of Instaplay - L.A.’s original all-improvised musical, the 
Steinkellners teach at Stanford, USC and UCSB in Santa Barbara.  
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Douglas Carter Beane (Additional Book Material) has written the screenplays for 
To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar; Advice From a Caterpillar 
(Best Film, Aspen Comedy Festival; Best Feature, Toyota Comedy Festival) 
and Skinner’s Eddy. His plays include As Bees In Honey Drown, The Little Dog 
Laughed, The Country Club,  Music From A Sparkling Planet, Advice From A 
Caterpillar, White Lies, Devil May Care, and Old Money. Beane wrote the book for 
Xanadu, a stage musical adaptation of the 1980 film of the same name, adding 
new plot twists and humor parodying the original movie. Beane wrote the book of 
the Broadway musical Lysistrata Jones and rewrote the book for a new adaptation 

of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella. He also wrote The Nance, a new play for Lincoln Center, 
which starred Nathan Lane and was directed by Jack O’Brien. Beane revised the libretto for the 
Metropolitan Opera’s new production of the operetta Die Fledermaus which was performed in 2013- 
2014.  

PRODUCTION HISTORY
Sister Act is based on the 1992 hit comedy film of the same name, which starred Whoopi Goldberg in 
the lead role of Deloris Van Cartier. Originally written by noted humorist, playwright, and screenwriter 
Paul Rudnick (I Hate Hamlet, In and Out, Addams Family Values) as a vehicle for Bette Midler, 
it underwent so many script changes in order to get produced, that he requested he be given a 
pseudonym as his screenwriting credit - “Joseph Howard.”

The film, with a cast that included Maggie Smith (Downton Abbey, the Harry Potter films), Kathy 
Najimy (Hocus Pocus, King of the Hill), and Harvey Keitel, was a critical and box office success, 
grossing over $230 million worldwide. It spawned a sequel in 1993 called Sister Act 2: Back in the 
Habit, in which Goldberg reprised her role as Deloris. The sequel featured a young Lauryn Hill and 
Jennifer Love Hewitt. This film was critically panned and made a fraction of its predecessor’s profits. 

The musical version of the film was developed in the mid-2000s, 
premiering at the Pasadena Playhouse in 2006 and later at 
Atlanta’s Alliance Theatre. In 2009, the musical opened in London’s 
West End, produced by Whoopi Goldberg and starring newcomer 
Patina Miller as Deloris. Whoopi Goldberg later stepped into the 
role of Mother Superior for a limited run in 2010. 

After some script rewrites, the musical opened on Broadway in 
2011, once again starring Patina Miller. The Broadway production 
earned five Tony Award nominations, and closed in 2012. 

The musical is now playing on international stages, on a national tour of the United States, and at 
regional theatres (like Arkansas Rep) across America.
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Whoopi as Mother Superior 
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LIFE IN A CONVENT
Deloris is forced into hiding within a local convent in 
Philadelphia. This serves as a major culture shock both to 
her and to the sisterhood of nuns with whom she must learn 
to live.  

What is life like in a convent in late 20th Century America? 
Nuns have historically been cloistered, or sheltered from 
the outside world in order to focus on a consecrated life 
dedicated to prayer.  However, depending on the specific 
Catholic order to which they belong, they may be allowed 
access to the world outside the convent walls in order to 
participate in charitable acts for the community. 

For hundreds of years, members of these sisterhoods have 
served as educators and nurses and midwives. Even so, 
they are first and foremost called to lives of modest means 
and religious reflection. 

Women who become nuns must take a variety of solemn vows, which limit their behavior as 
representatives of the Church and their order. The primary vows include: 

•	 Vow of poverty: dedication to a life not burdened by wealth or material possessions
•	 Vow of chastity: dedication to a life of purity
•	 Vow of obedience: dedication to a life of submission to religious law and religious leadership within 

the Catholic Church 

Other vows include vows of silence, stability, conversion of life, nonviolence, hospitality, charity, 
social justice, environmentalism, etc., depending on a particular order’s traditions and/or the personal 
disposition of the nun. 

When a women enters the convent, she begins as a postulant, and is tested for her ability to 
maintain a life dedicated to religious vocation for a period of six months to a year. Once she has 
successfully passed the postulancy stage, she becomes a novice, in which she lives as a member 
of the convent for one to two years, but without taking vows. Having completed the novitiate stage, 
she enters a period where she takes temporary vows, then finally officially enters the order as a 
nun once she takes her perpetual vows. The head of a female religious order is usually referred to 
as a Mother Superior or Reverend Mother; this position serves as the chief administrator of the 
convent, but may not perform many of the duties (such as administering sacraments) of their male 
counterparts - priests, bishops, clerics. 

When a woman joins a convent, she rejects her previous life and in essence undergoes a 
transformation of identity, symbolic of entering a new life. One of the most recognizable elements of 
this transformation is the adoption of a new name. These new religious names usually consist of the 
first name “Mary” as representative of the devotion to Mary, Mother of Christ, followed by the name of 
a favorite saint (male or female), such as Francis, Clarence, Patrick, or Veronica, with whom the nun 
has a shared sense of profound connection (e.g., “Sister Mary Francis”).

St. Paul’s Catholic Church.  Church used in 
Sister Act
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One of the most familiar characteristics of nuns is their distinctive clothing, or habit. The typical nun’s 
habit consists of the following standard pieces: 
•	 Coif - a white headdress or outer cap that frames the nun’s face; traditional versions of the coif 

include the wimple and gorget and winged cornette
•	 Veil - a black headpiece  
•	 Tunic - the primary element of the nun’s habit, a loose 

draped robe
•	 Rosary - set of beads serving as an aid in prayer that hangs 

from the nun’s belt 
•	 Cross - a silver cross hung around the neck 
•	 Ring - a simple silver band worn on the left hand as a 

symbol of the nun’s “marriage” to Christ 
•	 Scapular - symbolic apron that hangs in the front and back 

of the tunic 
•	 Shoes - simple black shoes 
•	 Other elements include various belts, sleeves, underskirts, 

etc. Many elements of this religious garb became so associated with medical care that secular 
nurse’s uniforms adapted them into their own signature style. 

In January 1959, Pope John XXIII created the Second Vatican Council (informally known as 
Vatican II), which addressed the necessity for the Catholic Church to integrate itself more fully into 
contemporary society and its changing values and morals.  Not only did Vatican II institute doctrinal 
changes, but it also loosened restrictions on formal religious dress, which permitted nuns to dispose 
of clothing items such as the stiff, winged cornette (lovingly parodied in the late 1960s television 
series The Flying Nun) in order to be more relatable figures to the general public. 

SUGGESTED VIEWING
For an intriguing portrayal of the world of the convent as it interacts with the contemporary world, you 
might want to watch BBC’s television series Call the Midwife, which focuses specifically on the role of 
nuns as midwives in the 1950s and early 1960s.   

INTERNET LINK
“A Nun’s Life” is a long-running blog that details numerous aspects of the female religious vocation, 
from simple descriptions of the nuns calling to their day-to-day routines and to the struggles faced by 
women engaged in convent life. 

https://anunslife.org/

LIFE IN A CONVENT

Call the Midwife
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Catholic nuns have found themselves represented in popular culture, from literature to music to 
poetry to social justice to film to the fine arts and beyond. This is not to say that all representations of 
these women of faith have been positive or uplifting.  

Here are a few of the most enduring historical and fictional Catholic nuns who have remained a part 
of our cultural heritage. 

Hrosvitha of Gandersheim (c. 935-c. 1002): Although it is possible she never took formal vows, 
Hrosvitha was a canoness in Germany during the 10th century.  Fascinated with the classical Latin 
canon, she used the dramatic and verse forms of Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence to 
write bawdy comedies with religious themes, including Dulcitius, which depicts the martyrdom of three 
young devout virgin women by the Roman governor who wishes to seduce them.   

Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179): A 12th century German Benedictine abbess who was famous 
for her significant contributions to music, theology, and natural science. Many of her musical 
compositions, some written to accompany poetic and dramatic texts, still survive. She was also a 
mystic who believed she was visited by visions from God that inspired her writings. 

Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz: Sor Juana (1651-1695) was a Mexican nun who turned to writing early 
in her career. Her works as a dramatist mirror the comedies of manners found on the European 
continent in the 17th century. She is regarded as a major voice and championed gender parity, 
particularly in the fields of education and writing. 

The Song of Bernadette: A 1943 film about the 19th century nun Sister 
Bernadette Soubirous, who is said to have experienced 18 separate 
visions of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Lourdes, France, and later became 
canonized as a saint. The film featured an Academy Award-winning 
performance by Jennifer Jones and was a great success, both financially 
and critically. 

Lilies of the Field: A 1963 film in which an African-American laborer 
assists a group of nuns in Arizona who are struggling to survive in a 
harsh environment. The relationship between the man and these women, 
particularly between Homer and the Mother Superior, soon becomes a 
mutually devoted one, as he assists them in building a chapel. Sidney 
Poitier was the first African American to win the Academy Award for Best 
Actor for his portrayal of Homer Smith in the film.  

The Bells of St. Mary’s: A 1945 film starring Ingrid Bergman (Sister 
Mary Benedict) and Bing Crosby (Father O’Malley).  A favorite during the 
Christmas season, it depicts the complex relationship between a young 
priest and a nun as they struggle to save a parochial school. The film is 
notable for both Bergman’s performance and the soundtrack featuring 
Crosby. 

BACK IN THE HABIT: 
FAMOUS NUNS IN POP CULTURE
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The Sound of Music: One of the most popular of Rodgers and Hammer-
stein’s works, it tells the story of Maria von Trapp and the Trapp Family 
Singers. The 1965 film starred Julie Andrews as Maria, a convent initiate 
who is sent to become a governess for a large family in Austria on the verge 
of World War II. 
In 2016, pop singer Ariane Grande performed in a Saturday Night Live 
sketch parodying the song “How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?” from 
The Sound of Music, in which Maria confronts the Nuns of the abbey about 
referring to her as a “problem” behind her back. 

The Singing Nun: Jeanne Decker (1933-1985), who also went by the name 
Soeur Sourire (“Sister Smile”), was a Belgian nun and musician who became 
famous after the release of her 1964 single “Dominique.”

In 1965, a successful film (The Singing Nun), based loosely on Decker’s life 
starring Debbie Reynolds, Ricardo Montalban, and Ed Sullivan, was released. 
Decker personally renounced the film. 

The 1980 film parody Airplane! features a character based on The Singing 
Nun, whose overbearing optimism and constant guitar playing becomes a 
thorn in the sides of the airplane crew and passengers alike during a doomed 
flight. 

	  The FX anthology series American Horror Story’s second season (subtitled 
“Asylum”) takes place in a Catholic-run mental asylum in 1964 run by two 
sadistic nuns played by Jessica Lange and Lily Rabe. Sister Jude, played by 
Lange, plays “Dominique” on a continual loop for the patients, adding to their 
madness. 

From 1967-1970, ABC aired a popular sitcom called The Flying Nun that 
starred Sally Field as Sister Bertrille, a spunky young nun in a Puerto Rican 
convent who possessed the ability to fly. 

Sister Wendy: Wendy Beckett (b. 1930) is a Carmelite nun whose analysis 
about art history feature her unique views about both secular and religious art 
work. She has been featured on several television programs for the BBC and 
PBS.
 
Doubt: A play and subsequent Academy Award-winning film by John Pat-
rick Shanley about the accusations of Sister Aloysius, the strict principal of 
a Boston parochial school, about Father Flynn, a priest and teacher at the 
school. She suspects him of sexually abusing one of his students.  Sister 
Aloysius was originally played onstage by Cherry Jones and on screen by 
Meryl Streep.

BACK IN THE HABIT: 
FAMOUS NUNS IN POP CULTURE



MUSIC SPOTLIGHT: DISCO
Derived from disque, the French word for “record,” Disco became a global musical phenomenon 
during the 1970s, reaching its pinnacle from 1974-1977. Disco music is a fusion of several disparate 
influences, including Latin and ballroom, R&B, rock, pop, and even classical. Unlike the simpler 
sounds of pop and folk music from the 1960s that carried over into the 1970s, Disco consists of layers 
upon layers of sound, combining heavy orchestral strings with funk vocals and newer electrified 
instruments such as synthesizers to create a form of dance music unlike anything that had come 
before or since. This is perhaps best exemplified by the 1976 single “A Fifth of Beethoven” by 
Walter Murphy and the Big Apple Band, which merged Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony with funky 
synthesized beats. The song became a number one radio hit and was used famously in the 1977 hit 
film Saturday Night Fever (the movie featured the best-selling soundtrack of all time until Whitney 
Houston’s The Bodyguard was released in 1992).The later 1981 release, “Hooked on Classics” (and 
its five sequel recordings) also wove classical themes with Disco rhythms.   

Some of the leading performers of Disco music include The Bee Gees, Donna Summer, Village 
People, Gloria Gaynor, Chic, KC and the Sunshine Band, and ABBA. ABBA’s “Dancing Queen ”is 
considered by many to be the most enduring anthem of the Disco Era. 

Disco dancing, performed at discotheques and clubs such as the infamous Studio 54 in New 
York City, was often minimal and required little training or practice, consisting of 
group line dances or simple isolated moves. Some dancers, however, chose to 
incorporate these moves into more elaborate displays of showmanship, mixing 
in Latin and ballroom steps. Representative dances of the Disco Era include The 
Hustle, The Bump, The Electric Slide, The Funky Chicken, the “YMCA” dance (to 
accompany the Village People song), and John Travolta’s famous Disco Finger 
from Saturday Night Fever. 

“Disco Fever” took over the country in the mid-1970s. Leisure suits, bell bottoms, wrap dresses, tube 
tops, platform shoes, and hotpants, along with feathered hair and 
afros, became regular sights on television sitcoms, variety shows, 
game shows, and talk shows. Even Ethel Merman and Sesame 
Street got into the act when they released Disco albums in the 
late 70s. 

On July 12, 1979, in Chicago’s Comiskey Park, radio shock jock 
Steve Dahl organized “Disco Demolition Night,” a promotional event between two scheduled baseball 
games designed to signal that “Disco is Dead.” Spectators in the stands brought thousands of disco 
records that were subsequently exploded in a burst of pyrotechnics. The crowd spilled onto the field 
and later had to be dispersed by riot police, ultimately cancelling the second baseball game of the 
evening. Several critics of the event compared it to Nazi book burnings and complained of misogyny, 
homophobia, and racism as undercurrents of the protest. 

In the late 1990s, with the release of the films 54, Muriel’s Wedding, and The Adventures of Priscilla, 
Queen of the Desert, disco received a brief revival in popularity. In the 21st century, many newer 
musical groups have reclaimed Disco styles in their composition and production, including Scissor 
Sisters, Robin Thicke (whose 2002 hit “When I Get You Alone” conspicuously samples “A Fifth of 
Beethoven”), and Justin Timberlake. 
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MUSIC SPOTLIGHT: GOSPEL
Hymns and liturgical music have played a major role in Christian music for hundreds of years. 
Gospel music as we know it today had its earliest roots in African-American sacred music from the 
17th century, which consisted of responsive singing, in which a choir or sub-group of singers would 
answer the primary melody of a solo singer or a main choral part. European hymns blended with 
African musical forms in the development of Negro spirituals on Southern plantations, which further 
developed into coded freedom songs to assist slaves escape via the Underground Railroad. As 
American musical styles developed over the last 150 years, elements of jazz and blues entered the 
Gospel language in the 19th and 20th centuries.  

The participatory nature of Pentecostal worship encouraged church 
members to accompany singing with a broad variety of instruments, 
including new developments such as the electric guitar. With the advent 
of radio, Gospel music gained a much larger audience and became 
popularized by music publishers and record companies, leading to 
the composition of original Gospel songs and the formation of Gospel 
groups and singers. As early as the 1930s, the Fisk Jubilee Singers, the 
Soul Stirrers, and the Five Blind Boys of Alabama provided popular 
entertainment based in the Gospel tradition. However, segregation 
in radio broadcasting prevented these groups from gaining a wider 
audience, so white Gospel groups (often incorporating emerging country/

folk stylings where black groups used jazz and blues) such as The Carter Family were formed to 
appeal to white listeners. Eventually, the Gospel sound crept into the early days of rock and roll 
through the works of Little Richard, Elvis Presley, and Jerry Lee Lewis.  

In recent years, Evangelical Christians have been more accepting of other 
forms of music as appropriate for inspirational performance and, like the 
nuns in Sister Act, have begun to use popular songs as sources for Gospel 
singing. Songs such as Cat Stevens’ “Morning Has Broken,”“Day by Day” 
(from the Stephen Schwartz musical Godspell), and even Kermit the Frog’s 
anthem “Bein’ Green” have made their way into select hymnals. During 
the Easter season of 2016, Fox TV aired a unique (although not without 
criticism) retelling of “The Passion”(the last week of the life of Jesus Christ) 
as a concert featuring hit songs sung by contemporary artists such as Seal, 
Trisha Yearwood, and Chris Daughtry. 

In 1983, experimental director Lee Breuer and composer Bob Telson 
created The Gospel at Colonus, a stage musical that used a Black 
Pentecostal Church environment and performance style to tell the story of 
the death of Greek mythic icon Oedipus. It starred actor Morgan Freeman 
as the speaking voice of Oedipus and used the Gospel group The Five 
Blind Boys of Alabama as the singing voice of the doomed, exiled Greek 
king. The musical incorporated a large Gospel choir, Gospel quartets, and 
soaring solos to make its connections between the tragic story of Oedipus 
and the Gospel standard, “Amazing Grace.”The Gospel at Colonus



 FUN FACTS & TRIVIA
In 2009, prior to the opening of the West End run of Sister Act - The Musical in London, the cast and 
crew organized a charity run, called a “Nun Run,” as a means of giving back to the community and 
promoting the production at the same time. Since that time, “Nun Runs” have been a regular part 
of the Sister Act legacy, featuring thousands of community members in cities and towns where the 
production is occurring - most often all dressed in nun costumes - running to support local charities. 

The film of Sister Act was originally written to star Bette Midler as 
Sister Mary Clarence. 

After she turned it down, the script was re-worked for Whoopi 
Goldberg by actress/ script doctor Carrie Fisher.  

Patina Miller, who starred as Deloris in the London and New York productions of 
the musical, won a Tony Award in 2013 for her role as the Leading Player in the Broadway revival 
of Pippin (by Godspell and Wicked composer Stephen Schwartz). She is also recognizable as 
Commander Paylor in the last two Hunger Games films.

The authors of the musical changed the setting from Reno and San Francisco in the present (as 
in the film) to Philadelphia in 1977. This allowed them to incorporate a strong Disco sound into the 
musical’s score.

You can create a nun “alter-ego” and join the sisterhood on the Sister Act National 
Tour website (LINK: http://sisteractontour.com/sisterhood.html).

Noted recording artist Lauryn Hill (The Fugees and significant 
solo work) starred in the film’s sequel Sister Act 2: Back in the 
Habit.

St. Clarence, after whom Deloris is named when she enters the convent, is the patron saint of 
prisoners.

At the end of the film of Sister Act, two figures resembling The Blues Brothers (originally portrayed by 
John Belushi and Dan Ackroyd) stand at the back of the church, in a nod to the Triple Rock Baptist 
Church scene (and “save the Catholic orphanage” plot) from the 1980 film The Blues Brothers.

14Sister Act The Blues Brothers

Lauryn Hill in Sister Act 2

Join the Sisterhood

Carrie FisherBette Midler
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 ACTIVITIES
1.  Research the musical history of Disco. Choose a Disco song that could serve as an inspirational hymn. Now, 
choose a hymn that you feel could be a Disco hit. Have a teacher collect responses and as a class create a “play-
list” with the strongest examples.

2.  Divide into groups. As a group learn ONE of the following Disco dance moves. Then, teach your follow class-
mates how to do each move.
 
a.       The Hustle

b.       The Funky Chicken

c.        The Electric Slide

d.       The Bump

e.       The Robot

f.        The Bus Stop

3.  Propose a plan to modernize or “spice up” an everyday task. How will you encourage others to try your new 
way of doing this task?	

Soara-Joye Ross as Deloris in The Rep’s production of Sister 
Act.  Photo by John David Pittman



1.  Share a time that you judged someone and then discovered later that you were wrong (either positively or 
negatively). What prompted you to change your mind?

2.   Monks and nuns are “called” to live a humble life of service. Have you ever felt called to do something? What 
is your calling? Why is it important to you?

 

3.  Share what role music plays in your life. What piece of music or song do you most connect with?

 

4.  Explain a time that you have been inspired by a friend, teacher, or family member to experience life with joy. 
How can you inspire others to experience happiness and fulfillment?

 

5.  Explore the comparative mythologist Joseph Campbell’s ideas surrounding the concept of “bliss”. What ways 
are you “following your bliss” in your daily life?

 QUESTIONS FOR WRITING AND 
DISCUSSION

The Cast of The Rep’s production of Sister Act.  Photo by John David Pittman 16



VOCABULARY 
 
The following terms are used throughout this Study Guide; most are indicated in bold type for easy 
reference. This list is designed to be a central resource for educators to incorporate expanded 
vocabulary into your lessons related to the Arkansas Repertory Theatre production of Sister Act.
 
 
altar
altar boys
alto
Apostle
apse
Archdiocese
Bach
bass
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony
bell bottoms
Blessed Virgin Mary
blues
Book of Revelation
Broadway
cacophonous
canoness
canonization
cathedral
Catholic School
celibate
choreography
cloistered
coif
comedy of manners
Communion
confessional
consecrated
convent
cornette
cross
crucifix
culture shock
disco
disco ball
discotheque
Donna Summer
fast
Father Mulcahy

Genuflect
“Gloria in Excelsis Deo”
gorget
gospel music
habit
holy vows
hymn
jazz
jukebox
leisure suit
liturgical
mass
melody
midwives
Monsignor
Mother Superior
narthex
Negro spirituals
novice
Oedipus
papal
Paradise
patron saint
Pentecostal
perpetual vows
pews
Pontiff
Pope Paul VI
postulant
Protestant
pseudonym
regional theatre
religious order
Requiem Mass 
responsive singing
Rodgers and Hammerstein
rosary
sacraments
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saint
Saint Anthony
Saint Francis
Saint Ignatius
Saint Joan
Saint Martin of Tours
Saint Stephen
Sanctuary
“Sanctus”
Saturday Night Fever
scapular
shroud of Turin
soprano
soul music
Stations of the Cross
synthesizer
The Carter Family
The Hustle
The Soul Stirrers
Tony Award
tunic
Underground Railroad
Vatican II
veil
West End
wimple



Our Story  
Founded in 1976, Arkansas Repertory Theatre is the state’s largest not-for-profit professional 

resident theatre company. A member of the League of Resident Theatres, The Rep has produced 
more than 300 productions including 40 world premieres in its 377-seat venue located in the historic 

Galloway building in downtown Little Rock. The Rep relies on income from season subscriptions, 
special events, foundation support, corporate and individual donations, and national grants, including 

Shakespeare in American Communities, The Shubert Foundation and the National Endowment for 
the Arts.  

Our Mission  
The mission of The Rep’s Education Department is to engage Arkansas students of all ages, encour-
aging expression, collaboration, creative problem-solving, reflection, and a deeper community con-
nection through involvement in theatre arts. Our mission is realized through student matinees, year-
round classes and camps led by our professional faculty, master classes and workshops with guest 

artists, outreach education, scholarship opportunities and more. 

Contact Information  
For questions or comments concerning this production of Sister Act or Arkansas Repertory Theatre, 

contact our offices at  (501) 378-0445. 
Additional information may also be found at TheRep.org. 

The Box Office may be reached at (501) 378-0405.  

Education Sponsors 
 Bank of America Foundation • Central Arkansas Planning and Development District
 Chenal Family Therapy • The Philip R. Jonsson Foundation • Chip and Cindy Murphy 

Rebsamen Fund • Stella Boyle Smith Trust  • Windgate Charitable Foundation • Windstream
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ARKANSAS FINE ARTS CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK 2014

Students will perceive and analyze artistic work.  R.7.THI.1-5, R.7.THII.1-5, R.7.THIII.1-5:
Students will interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.  R.8.THI.1-2, R.8.THII.1-2, 
R.8.THIII.1-2
Students will apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.  R.9.THI.1-2, R.9.THII.1-2, R.9.THIII.1-2
Students will perceive and analyze artistic work.  R.7.TA.1-4
Students will interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.  R.8.TA.1-2
Students will apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.  R.9.TA.1-2
Students will relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical context to 
deepen understanding.  CN.11.TA.2-9
Students will perceive and analyze artistic work.  R.7.SCI.1-2, R.7.SCII.1-2, R.7.SCIII.1-2
Students will interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.  R.8.SCI.1, R.8.SCII.1, R.8.SCIII.1
Students will apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.  R.9.SCI.1-2, R.9.SCII.1-2, R.9.SCIII.1-2
Students will relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical context to 
deepen understanding.  CN.11.SCI.1-9, CN.11.SCII.1-9, CN.11.SCIII.1-9
Students will perceive and analyze artistic work.  R.7.2.1, R.7.3.1, R.7.4.1
Students will interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.  R.8.2.1-3, R.8.3.1-3, R.8.4.1-3
Students will apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.  R.9.2.1, R.9.1.1, R.9.2.1-3, R.9.3.1-3, 
R.9.4.1-3
Students will perceive and analyze artistic work.  R.7.5.1, R.7.6.1, R.7.7.1, R.7.8.1
Students will interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.  R.8.5.1-3, R.8.6.1-3, R.8.7.1-3, 
R.8.8.1-3
Students will apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.  R.9.5.1-3, R.9.6.1-3, R.9.7.1-3, R.9.8.1-3
Students will synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art.  
CN.10.5.1, CN.10.6.1, CN.10.7.1, CN.10.8.1
Students will relate artistic ideas and works to societal, cultural and historical context to deep-
en understanding.  CN.11.5.2-3, CN.11.6.2-3, CN.11.7.2-3, CN.11.7.2-3, CN.10.8.2-3
 
ARKANSAS DRAMATIC LITERATURE CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK 2012

Students will demonstrate understanding of the elements of drama through the study of a va-
riety of dramatic texts.  DE.1.DL.1-11
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