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The title of the play, it turns out, is perfectly ambig-
uous. And the action of Hand to God—now show-

ing at the Blue Room Theatre—takes its audience 
on an emotional ride with its intense depiction, or 

dissection, of universally relatable 
small-town humanity in the throes 
of sexual passion suffused with and 
confused by religious fervor.

We know things are going to be 
strange when the play opens on the 
darkened stage with a monologue 
delivered by a hand puppet thrust 
through the backstage curtain. 
The seemingly innocent character, 
Tyrone, offers a profanity-laced 
summation of the natural history of 
civilization, ending with: “So the 
same motherfucker who invented … 
virtue, that ballsy piece of pig shit 
topped all his previous work and he 
invented … the devil. [So] when I 
have acted badly, in order that I may 

stay around the campfire, all I have to do is say … 
‘The devil made me do it.’”

Lights come up to show us a small-town church 
basement. The recently widowed Margery (Samantha 
Shaner) is there to teach puppet theater techniques to 
three teenage students—her son Jason (Leif Bramer), 
who manipulates the puppet Tyrone; their girl-next-
door neighbor, Jessica (Terra Jones), who operates 
the buxom Jolene; and Timmy (Joseph Slupski), a 
slightly older punk who “forgot” his puppet and is 
there to pursue his crush on Margery and kill time 
while his mom attends an AA meeting.

Playwright Robert Askins’ use of the puppets as a 
means of allowing his characters to access and express 
emotions or perceptions that they normally would not 

is brilliant. That’s especially true in the case of Jason’s 
alter ego, Tyrone, who is either a genuine manifesta-
tion of supernatural demonic possession or the channel 
through which the timid and insecure Jason can elo-
quently express his most transgressive and subversive 
ideas and observations regarding his companions in the 
hellish crucible of the church basement.

Director Lara Tenckhoff and her cast obviously 
have put hours of concentrated effort into perfect-
ing their characters. Shaner, one of Chico’s most 
fearlessly uninhibited actresses, allows the con-
fused vulnerability and barely repressed passion 
of Margery to emerge in a spectrum of emotions 
that entwine the audience’s compassion, horror and 
hilarity. It’s all woven in an inextricable braid as 
she is pursued with (and rejects) the smarmy come-
ons of Pastor Greg (Alejandro Padilla), and submits 
at least momentarily to the urge to get it on with 
bad-boy Timmy in a scene of explosively physical 
comedy. Bramer and Jones combine their charac-
ters’ adolescent innocence and naivety with the 
dawning of sexual desire in a scene enacted by their 
expertly manipulated puppets—to hilarious effect. 

The mix of comic sexual fiasco, religious satire 
and humanistic drama in Hand to God is sustained 
throughout its hour-plus run of nonstop verbal and 
physical action. In description, and absent any 
spoilers, the elements may sound a bit random and 
 incohesive. But placed within set designer Amber 
Miller’s finely appointed Sunday school basement 
setting; cued by sound designer Joe Hilsee’s intro-
ductory soundtrack of classic oldies and country 
songs; and brought to electrifying life by a thor-
oughly engaged cast, the play delivers a rollicking 
and sometimes scary outburst of comic theater that 
will provoke thoughts and conversations long after 
the cast takes its final bow. Ω
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