
passion play history
Andrews University’s Easter Passion Play began in 2003 with 
Pastor Ron Whitehead (right), executive director of the Center 
for Youth Evangelism in the Seventh-day Adventist Theological 
Seminary, and Assistant to the President for Spiritual Life. One 
of his personal hobbies involves large event planning. Having 
attended passion plays all over the world, including the world-
famous classic in Oberammergau, Germany, he saw no reason 
why Andrews University and the community couldn’t host a 
world-class annual passion play. “I did some demographic 
studies and found there were no other interactive outdoor 
passion plays in a two-hour radius,” he said.

After sharing this research with supportive community and 
University leaders, plans to create the play were set in place. In 
the fall of 2002, hundreds of volunteer actors, animal handlers, 
makeup artists, special effects equipment, sound and lighting 
technicians, language translators, seamstresses, prop builders, 
greeters, web designers and graphic artists signed up. In the 
end, more than 700 volunteers took part in this ministry.

The community was invited to contribute to the play by 
donating goods for the sets and props. Large amounts of 
Styrofoam, lumber, nails and screws were received from several 
local businesses in Michigan and Indiana. A sewing bee was 
organized, bringing 20 local seamstresses together to create 150 
colorful costumes in one day.

The local media was invited to promote the play as Andrews University’s Easter gift to the community. Once 
the story was out, nearly all 300 tickets allotted per showing were reserved. In an effort to accommodate more 
community members, VIP tickets were sent to nearly 700 local pastors, media and community leaders. On the 
first day of the event, approvimately 1,800 people showed up for the last performance of the play. The only 
way to accommodate them was to create extra showings; the last group finished just after nightfall. Although 
faced with the threat of rain throughout the day, all ten shows made it through without a drop, a miracle 
considering neighboring towns had been rained on for several hours.

With each year, improvements are made to enhance the experience with the aim of inspiring each individual’s 
Christian walk of faith. 
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