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When Wajcha Meets David Mason:  
A Conversation with Cláudio Carvalhaes

DAVID MASON 
EDITOR ,  ECUMENICA

CLÁUDIO CARVALHAES
UNION THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

[ABSTRACT]  Ecumenica editor David Mason talks with Cláudio 
Carvalhaes, Professor of Worship at Union Theological Seminary, 
about Carvalhaes’s play When Wajcha Meets Pachamama, in which, 
with others, he has performed in New York City, and around the 
world. The play involves a clown named Wajcha who searches for the 
means of healing a wound that he has discovered in the earth and in 
himself. In the conversation, Carvalhaes articulates his ideas about 
the relationship between theatrical performance, ritual, prayer, and 
play, and explains how the earth depends on a transformation of 
human consciousness and identity.

[KEYWORDS]  earth, prayer, ritual, play, clown

I had known Cláudio Carvalhaes for some time already, when I heard about 
When Wajcha Meets Pachamama. I’d known him for years, in fact, although, 
as happens in our digital world, we had never been in the same room. 
Carvalhaes has been a peer reviewer for Ecumenica, so we had communi-
cated quite a bit about journal manuscripts. But I had also become famil-
iar with Carvalhaes’s creative methods of leading worship and ritual. Our 
digital world also makes it possible for us to see colleagues “in action,” and 
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I was already a fan of Carvalhaes’s sermons and songs. I became a full con-
vert, so to speak, watching video of Carvalhaes leading a congregation on 
the Mexico side of the USA’s border wall, back in 2019. The congregation 
painted a bright landscape of flowers and trees, blue sky and sun, on the 
wall itself, after which Carvalhaes preached a fervent sermon concerning, 
among other things, our responsibility to take the side of the oppressed—of 
immigrants to the USA, particularly. The message was itself convincing. 
But I was especially won by the fact that Carvalhaes preached much of 
this sermon—there, in Mexico, with “the wall” and its new mural as a back-
drop—in luchador regalia. Blue and white mask, cape, desert-colored suit 
coat inscribed with the words ni una muerte mas. This grim world needs 
more of Carvalhaes’s genuinely unpretentious play. Carvalhaes is Professor 
of Worship at Union Theological Seminary in New York City and a mul-
titalented performer. His play When Wajcha Meets Pachamama, in which he 
is the principal performer, received the “Most Creative Play” award at the 
2023 New York Theatre Festival. He has performed the play many times, in 
many different places, and with many different people as creative collabo-
rators and as supporting performers.

David Mason [DM]: First thing, maybe you can give me an overview 
of this play. What’s in it that people would see if they showed up to 
see it?

Cláudio Carvalhaes [CC]: The content has to do with my own 
experience. The play is about this clown who walks around the earth 
and realizes the earth is sick. The clown’s name is Wajcha. Let me 
first tell you about Wajcha. The name Wajcha comes from Andean  
culture—from the Andes: Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, and other 
countries.

I was talking about this play with Sofia Chipana Quispe, this fasci-
nating indigenous theologian from Bolivia, and I was telling her how a 
clown, who was at first called Gaia, needed to meet Pachamama. Gaia is 
the Greek word for the earth and Pachamama is the Andean word for 
the earth. And I was telling her: I have this clown, Gaia, who is the earth, 
meeting Pachamama, who is also the earth. But Sofia immediately told 
me: “Cláudio, we are not Pachamama. We are fully a part of Pachamama, 
we belong to Pachamama, but we are not the entire Pachamama.” Then 
Sofia tells me about Wajcha, this figure of Andean folklore. Wajcha is 
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an orphan, looking for his parents. But now because of climate change, 
Wajcha is searching for Pachamama. And she said, “Why don’t you use 
Wajcha? Wajcha is seeking for Pachamama, right?” And I said: “Yes, he 
is. Thank you, Sofia! My clown’s name shall be called Wajcha, who is 
searching for Pachamama.” Hence the title of the play: When Wajcha 
Meets Pachamama.

The play is Wajcha’s journey, which is my journey too. At first, Wajcha 
has no clue that the earth exists. Eventually, Wajcha meets Pachamama 
and sees a huge Band-Aid on Pachamama and realizes Pachamama is 
very sick. As he takes off his own poncho to cover Pachamama, he also 
realizes that he has the same Band-Aid on his back. He is also sick. Right 
after that he hears voices. A type of Greek chorus tells him to go fig-
ure out why Pachamama is so sick. He takes Pachamama to a hospital 
and begins a journey, in which he finds deforestation, droughts, animal 
extinction, border walls, consumerism, etc. Along the way, this Greek 
chorus becomes different things. Sometimes they are singers, sometimes 
they become plants, they become trees, insects.

In his journey, Wajcha meets this rat. Wajcha is so afraid of rats, 
just like me, and he keeps running away from the rat. Until they 
become friends. The rat is named Formaggio, which is the word 
for cheese in Italian. In the play, this connection is fundamental 
for Wajcha to find Pachamama. It is Formaggio who will connect 
Wajcha to Pachamama. And I believe this decentering of the human 
is fundamental to our collective understanding as interspecies and 
the healing of the earth.

In Wajcha’s journey, at each place of deep disaster, in each situation, 
Wajcha sees everything with surprise, and he responds to everything as a 
clown, not as a scientist or someone who knows the data. He meets the 
earth’s troubles as a clown. He gets desperate, he tries everything he can 
to change it. Throughout the play there is a sense of joy and sadness in 
everything he does. He responds with what he has. Sometimes it works, 
sometimes it doesn’t.

When Wajcha is taken by consumerism, it is Formaggio who saves 
him from his own, too human ways of being in the world, and guides 
him back to Pachamama. At the end, the earth is not healed. But Wajcha 
realizes his own healing and now he can do something for the earth, 
because he has regained his connection with the earth and sees that his 
life is deeply attached to the life of the earth.
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At the end, the narrator says: “This is not the end.” The play finishes 
with singing a song for the bees (h​t​t​p​s​:​/​/​w​w​w​.​y​o​u​t​u​b​e​.​c​o​m​/​w​a​t​c​h​?​v​=​b​F​
B​0​b​A​X​6​R​G​A​). That’s pretty much it. So, an audience at this show will 
encounter Wajcha, Pachamama, Formaggio, the narrator, and the Greek 
chorus as the main characters of the play. There is a lot of visual aids to 
help orient the places Wajcha walks. It is pretty remarkable, I think.

DM: I’m curious about the models for all of these characters. You say 
that Wajcha comes from Andean folklore, but there’s more to Wajcha 
than just Andean folklore. Isn’t there? There’s the Wajcha from folk-
lore, but there’s also the Wajcha that comes from you, no?

CC: Yes, absolutely. Absolutely. As you said, the name comes from the 
Andean folklore. But the clown comes from my own story. This whole 
play started with a “visit” of my father, who died twenty years ago, 
during COVID, in one of my walks. My father was a clown—not the 
kind with a red nose, but he was always making us laugh. I was shaped 
in a laughter school, so to speak. My first movie ever was a Charlie 
Chaplin movie that my father showed me.

DM: Oh, right. Chaplin’s Great Dictator must have influenced this play, 
right?

CC: One hundred percent. He’s one of the biggest figures in my life, 
I would say, in terms of my own way of being in the world, because 
I grew up watching him. I could understand a poor man, as a clown, 
struggling to live. His fierceness, his clumsiness, his gentleness—I 
wanted to mirror all that in my clown. A major scene that sets up the 
whole play in which Wajcha plays with Pachamama comes from the 
Great Dictator. When my father visited me during COVID, Chaplin 
came with him. It was from them both, and Laurel and Hardy, and 
Jerry Lewis, and Arrelia, and other clowns from Brazil that I devel-
oped my own clown. I have been playing throughout my life and, so, 
there has always been a clown in me. But I never gave birth to a clown 
as a full persona. Here is the difference: I didn’t have to invent a clown 
because it has always already been there, but I had to give birth to this 
clown, and the clown had to gain a clearer shape, a full body, personal-
ity, emotional life, ways of seeing and relating to the world. All of that 
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was living in me in a form of latency. It was my theater director who 
was the doula of my clown.

Louis Luis is this incredible Brazilian director with more than thirty 
years of experience with theater. He is an actor, producer, professor of 
his own method called “The Total Mime.” He was hugely influential to 

FIGURE 1. When Wajcha Meets Pachamama. Photo courtesy of Cici 
Perella-Carvalhaes.
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me and to making this play actually happen. Without him, nothing of 
this shape would have happened. When we decided to work together, we 
had some Zoom meetings, and the first thing he asks me is this: “Okay, 
Cláudio, show me your clown now.” And I froze! I said: “I don’t have one.” 
But his response was, “Yes, you do, you do. Start showing it to me.”

So it was then, in front of him, online, that I had to move, learn 
how to walk, to start to find the right bodily expressions, and a full 
way of being in the world. I found the clown’s own voice, which is 
Grammelot. And then along the way, the clown started to gain the 
clothing and the small and large ways of perceiving everything. And 
when I saw it, that clown was fully entirely me!

I think one of the reasons I created this clown is to be fully myself 
without any concern in the world of being a Latino in the United 
States, or a US citizen visiting Brazil, my homeland.

The clown carries my full sense of self with all of its possibilities, 
brokenness, joy, clumsiness, so much unknowing.  .  .  . I learned with 
this psychoanalyst Contardo Galligaris that we have different perso-
nas and each depends on the language we speak. And here I am when 
I engage the world in English and in Portuguese. And Grammelot 
helped me find out that I also have a different way of being in the 
world as Wajcha. That is a very different way of being for me. The clos-
est thing I can find to freedom. I am still figuring that out.

DM: Wajcha is not a character that you put on. Wajcha is a self that 
you reveal?

CC: Yes, that’s it. That’s precisely it.

DM: Tell me more about the language that Wajcha uses. What is 
Grammelot?

CC: Grammelot started with the Commedia dell’arte, in Italy, and it 
has been associated with mime. But it is more than that. It’s perfect 
for clowns. It’s a language that you speak that nobody understands but 
everybody comprehends. There are no words in it, just onomatopoeic 
sounds. And yet, everybody gets what’s being said.
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So, if I pick up this mug and I’m talking to you about the coffee 
in it, I will just do this: [Makes a string of noises that sound like they have 
deliberate grammatical and syntactic arrangement.]

FIGURE 2 . When Wajcha Meets Pachamama. Photo courtesy of Elizabeth Tamez 
Méndez.
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So, it’s just like you have no idea what I said, but you can see what 
I say with my gestures combined with the language sounds. There’s so 
much freedom in it.

That’s the language Wajcha speaks.

DM: The decision to take on that form of verbal communication—was 
that from the beginning or did you stumble into Grammelot as a use-
ful device?

CC: It was part of the whole self I had to discover as I started with the 
work. I had to discover the full body of Wajcha, right? I had to find the 
way that he dresses—very colorful; the way he walks—with small steps, 
for instance. I had to find the way of expressing himself/myself and I 
realized that he lives in awe with everything. Everything he sees is a 
Wow. All of that is part of me.

As for the language . . . See, I feel I am illiterate in three languages. 
Portuguese is my first language, but at this point I am not that good at 
it anymore. English is the language I use every day, the language I use 
in my house, in my teaching and writing, but there’s never a time when 
I don’t speak a broken English. It’s always there. My Spanish is so poor 
I don’t even want to say I speak it. And then there is Grammelot, the 
language I can speak freely for there are no errors. I can’t speak a bro-
ken Grammelot! Finally, I can inhabit a language that I can fill myself 
fuller! And I can add individual words from any language I want! For 
instance, Wajcha names the rat Formaggio, an Italian word. It helps 
me cross borders! With Grammelot I can cross cultures, places, emo-
tions. It is glorious! Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein said 
that the limits of our language are the limits of our world. Grammelot 
expands the world of my other spoken languages.

As Wajcha, I use what is the language of my heart, and whatever 
comes out is what needs to be said. Wajcha also has a catchphrase that 
he can use in multiple situations: AI-AI-AI. That AI-AI-AI finds a feel-
ing in the public that helps organize Wajcha’s world, wherever he is.

DM: So, in the development of this play, Wajcha emerges with inspi-
ration from the Andes, but also emerges from you and becomes a 
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revelation of something of you. In that case, I’m curious about what 
happens with Wajcha offstage. Does Wajcha, now that he’s created, 
does he walk around with you, outside of the theatrical circumstance?

CC: Absolutely. He lives in me. He sleeps with me, he wakes up with me, 
he goes through the day with me. In my bag, I always have a nose, my 
green nose—because he’s an ecological clown. That was a very conscious 
decision. Wajcha lives both in my conscious and in my unconscious. I 
need to work to get him closer to my body. The wonderful clown pro-
fessor Philippe Gaulier once said that when he makes the people laugh 
his clown is close to him. If people don’t laugh, my clown is distant 
from me. One of my clown professors, Aitor Basauri, who studied with 
Gaulier said to me; the clown is a bad actor. But for you to be a bad 
actor you have to work really hard to get to that point. Yes indeed, it 
takes so much work to see that happen. Really intense practical work.

So, I take my clown anywhere I go on the streets. If I encounter 
children, or if I find a crowd that’s looking for something sponta-
neous, or if I come into a square and there’s a chance for play, then I 
put on the nose and play.

And so, it’s my secret self that I carry with me for any opportunity 
that arises, any chance for improvisation. I’ve done improvisation at 
Times Square, for instance. I went there with my luggage and with my 
hat, and my coat, and my nose. And then I started playing with every-
one who’s around, adults, kids, whoever. And I’m just trying to stretch, 
to awaken the Wajcha inside of me to a full-blown personality that I’m 
still discovering. In some ways, when Cláudio is falling apart, Wajcha 
comes to his rescue.

DM: In doing improv in Times Square, it kind of sounds to me like 
you’re looking to awaken the Wajcha in everybody else too.

CC: Brilliant, Dave, brilliant. That’s exactly it. That’s what this play and 
Wajcha is all about. It’s about what happened to me, and it’s to awaken 
myself and ourselves to a life fully connected with the earth. It’s about 
awakening us from the slumber of a life lived in such a distance from 
the earth, who is right here with us all the time.
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I lived my entire life without relating to the earth. Like what 
Bruno Latour said—I have never landed. We live off of the land, but 
we have never landed! That means that we need to land. We can start 
by realizing that everything we have—our clothes, our food, our stuff— 
everything comes from the earth. But we have no idea about any of 
the obvious things! We don’t pay attention to how we dress the earth, 
how we eat and drink, what the earth gives us, and how responsible we 

FIGURE 3. Cláudio and Wajcha together. Photo courtesy of Cláudio 
Carvalhaes.
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must be with what we do, what we produce, how we relate with the 
earth. We just take everything from the earth, but we need to learn to 
live in reciprocity.

Two things happened to me that awakened me. First when I 
adopted my kids. I started to read the science—what the scientists 
were saying about the climate disasters. It was like an atomic explo-
sion inside of me. And I started to say, “What earth will my kids have?”

Then I learned that some indigenous people care for seven 
generations.

They learn from a much vaster sense of time, because they pay 
close attention to the three generations before themselves. They pay 
attention to their own generation. And they pay attention to the three 
generations that are coming after them. That means, they are deeply 
involved in the land and how responsible they are with every being. 
So, I started to think about what the generations before me have given 
and what I can pass on. One of my books—let me show you.

It’s the cover of one of my books. I have my mother carrying seeds 
because she worked on the land. These are her hands with local seeds.

And on the back is me holding water from the local river near 
where I live, the Conodoquinet Creek, which is a tributary of the old-
est and most fabulous river on earth: the Susquehanna River. There in 
the photo, I have clean water in my hands. Now I have this mission 
to keep what I have received: to keep the water clean for my kids, for 
them to drink, and for my grandkids, and for the next generation after 
them. So that’s what I was awakened to. I hadn’t thought about these 
things in this way for almost my entire life!

I said to myself, the only way for us to stop this immense destruction 
that we are going through is to start to relate, to connect, to be with the 
earth. So that’s the whole sense that I have in my work about praying with: 
I am always praying with those who are suffering, including praying with 
the land.

My liberation theology taught me to pray with the wretched of the 
earth. And now, in this time, I need to add all other beings with me, I 
need to pray with the wretched earth. So, I’m playing here with Fanon’s 
book The Wretched of the Earth. My prayer now is to relate, connect, be 
awakened to the presence of so many beings around me, and figure out 
how we must learn how to engage this life together, sharing spaces, 
food, air, life.
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This change has had reverberations in the smallest things in my 
daily life. In my walks now, for example, I bow to every tree I pass. I 
started to stop and listen to the birds. I started to feed the birds, and 
then squirrels, and then chipmunks and rabbits. It’s fascinating! In 
my classes, I open the window, and I say to my students: We’re not 
going to start our class until we listen to the birds so we can become 
aware that there’s somebody else who’s making us alive. There’s a 
whole host of other beings who keep us alive. The trees, the plants, 
the vegetation, the waters, the air, the clouds.

FIGURE 4. The cover of Ritual at World’s End (Barber’s Son Press, 
2021).
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All of my exercises in class now are done with the goal of this awak-
ening. And I think the Wajcha play is a way of reminding people of 
where we are, with whom we live, where we belong, and how we can 
gain some kind of agency. We feel so powerless with this climate disaster.

I think one thing we can do is, you know, push our politicians, of 
course, and push the structures of power to change, but also if we start 
paying attention to ourselves-in-relation, to our land, to our biore-
gion, we can start that transformation suggested by the title of Felix 
Guattari’s book Molecular Revolution.

Where do you live? Do you know anything about the place you live? 
When we move to a place, we only look for, you know, schools, housing, 
buildings, restaurants, where’s the supermarket, and all of that. I wish 
we would go visit the place and ask: “Who are the birds of this place? 
What is the vegetation of this place? Who are the rivers, what are their 
stories and their names? Where do the other beings live? Who are the 
ones near me? What am I going to be surrounded by? By rats, by birds, 
by raccoons, by deer?” So that I can learn to be in relation with them, so 
I can share this space with them. That’s what Wajcha is doing.

When he arrives at every place, he walks softly, because he’s start-
ing to become aware that every place he arrives, there’s a whole host of 
beings who lived there, who prepared the way for him to arrive now. 
So, he has to take care of that piece of land for those who will be arriv-
ing later. I think that’s the awakening, the resurrecting.

I think Wajcha’s resurrection is my own resurrection, my own 
awakening, my own coming to my senses—to become alive in a way 
that I have never been.

DM: That awakening is for yourself and is it also in hope for anybody 
who sees the show? Does this position the play—the doing of it, the 
theater event—also as a prayer?

CC: Yeah, it could be. Absolutely. It is a prayer in a way that a prayer 
is a story. For every prayer is a story that we build as we say it, with 
every other being around us and with what we have in ourselves, liv-
ing through the predicaments of our time. So, a prayer is a story of 
many beings in a certain landscape and its moment in history. I’ve 
learned that when I pray, it’s not only for me—I always have to pray 
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for somebody else, and to pray with somebody else. If prayer is a call 
to a story, perhaps the play is issuing this call: “Would you join me in 
this story?”

In the theatrical telling of a story, I’m bringing in people and other 
beings to that story and asking people: “Would you come and pay 
attention to Pachamama and Formaggio with me?” That way, the play 
becomes a collective prayer.

Also, I could say that the play is a prayer of healing, as well. A 
collective prayer of healing—of healing each other and of healing the 
earth. When we heal the earth, we let the earth heal us. Prayer is a call 
to a story and also a call to worship, as the Christians say, in a way 
that the word worship means to give worth to something, to somebody.

To give worth to God means to give worth to everything around 
us because there is life everywhere. I think the call of Wajcha, the 
prayer of Wajcha, is to give worth to every being on earth, and in 
that way to awaken not only our own spirit, but to awaken the 
spirit within the natural world as well, and to be in relation to 
this awakened spirit.

There’s a form of animism there too that relates to the fullness of 
life around us, happening in different ways, in different biomes. The 
play can definitely be a prayer—a call, and worship—in various formats 
and instances and meanings, and, at the end, when the play invites 
people to play, that playfulness is a form of a joyful fun prayer.

DM: Yes, I saw that. At the end, that moment in which the audience is 
called into the playing activity of the of the whole event . . . that felt to 
me like a real achievement.

CC: Exactly what you’re saying. People engage in it fully. It is such a 
joyful moment! There, they start their own prayer with Pachamama.

DM: There’s quite a bit of music in the performance. The music, on a 
superficial level, is going to serve something of the worship purpose of 
the whole event. I get that. What else does the music do? And where 
does the music come from?

CC: The music holds everything, I believe.
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The music also comes from my father. When I grew up, my father 
played the guitar and the violin. And my aunt played the piano and 
the accordion. My aunt had two kids, twins, and they were my best 
friends growing up. My father often went to my aunt’s house to play 
music with her, and he would take me.

While they were playing music in the back of the house, I was play-
ing with my two cousins. They were twins. My father and aunt mostly 
played the guitar and the accordion. So, the accordion, for me, is the 
most sacred instrument on earth.

They used to play a song that I remember vividly. Not the lyrics, 
just the music. I searched for the origins of this song. I asked everybody  
I could. Nobody had heard of that song or knew that song. Perhaps 
one day somebody will tell me. One day during rehearsal in São Paulo,  
I was playing that music on my guitar and Louis Luis the director 
heard it and asked me to play it again. Then he asked me to play 
and tell him the story of the play with that song on my guitar. He 
showed it around to his friends and he said: We need this music! 

FIGURE 5. When Wajcha Meets Pachamama. Photo courtesy of Cici 
Perella-Carvalhaes.
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Then we discovered the play’s narrator, who sings, and this tune 
from my father and aunt became the leading song of the play, and 
the accordion became the leading instrument of the play. Lucas 
Cypriano, a Brazilian musician, was the accordion player in the orig-
inal production.

DM: But you must have written new lyrics because you don’t have a 
recollection of what the lyrics were. You wrote new lyrics for this.

CC: No, actually, there are no lyrics. I just created a text to be said 
along with the melody.

DM: Okay, so, where does the song about the bees come from?

CC: Oh, that one. Yes. That one, I composed. I composed it not for 
the play, though. It was some time ago, I was deeply sad when I heard 
about the death of bees in so many numbers, because of chemicals, 
because of habitat destruction, because of poisoning.

You know Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring, in which she talks 
about a Spring that is coming when it will be silent because all the birds 
are going to die because of pesticides. She was already working against 
the chemical and pesticide industry, and it is way, way worse now. My 
way of dealing with the anxiety and the fear of losing birds and bees was 
to create this song.

There is a part of the play that talks about pesticides and the death 
of bees. And I added that song to the play. In the play, we go from the 
devastation of the death of bees to the celebration of the bees we have. 
And for that part we sing that song. It’s fun!

DM: You’ve already touched on this a little bit, but maybe you can say 
something more specific. Why do a play that’s kind of fun about some-
thing that’s so terrible?

CC: Because that is the only way to get us through it. We need to con-
nect fun with something terrible. Not to deny or ameliorate what is 
terrible, but to carry us through it all. It came from my experience of 
being in class with my students. It’s one of the things that I wrote in 
my last book about metamorphosis.
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We need to go into deep forms of change. I did. Reading Robin 
Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, it changed me. She came to talk at 
Union Seminary in New York, and she said something like, “Oh, 
we don’t have rituals for this time. We need new rituals for what’s 

FIGURE 6. Cláudio Carvalhaes as Wajcha. Photo courtesy of Cici 
Perella-Carvalhaes.
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happening.” I do rituals and performance, so I said, “Here I am. Here I 
am.” At that day, David, I literally changed everything.

I got all of my courses, threw them in the garbage, and I said, 
“I’m going to restart everything from the perspective of the earth.” 
Everything has to do with the earth. And, on that premise, I started to 
create new classes.

But then, when I started teaching these classes, I remember that some 
of my students looked at the syllabus and they quit the class. They’d say, 
“Professor, I’m sorry, this is a great class, but I don’t have a heart for this. I 
don’t have enough in me to go through this.” And then I started thinking, 
“Goodness, what can I do to keep people engaged?” And two things came 
to me.

One was to do rituals with students, to give a sense of agency to 
this. And that’s why we had this ritual here at Union Seminary called 
“Confessing to Plants.” Did you hear about this? It became known as 
Plantgate.

It was a funny thing, because we did this ritual in a class called 
“Creating Rituals for Communities” that involved a procession with 
the plants to the center of the chapel and confessing to plants. We 
sat in a circle around the plants. And I said, “I learned from Robin 
Kimmerer that we need to talk to the plants because we need to 
expand our forms of relation with the plant world.” And I realized 
that my mother . . . I grew up with a mother who sang to plants, sang 
hymns to the plants all the time. By that time, growing up, you know, 
it’s just what I knew—my mom, you know, she sang to the plants, just 
like mothers and grandmothers before her. My great-grandmother—
she was an indigenous shaman. That carried through my mother and 
came to me.

In this ritual, we brought in lots of plants and soil, and I told every-
body who was in the chapel that day: “Now we’re going to talk to 
plants. We’re going to confess to plants. How have we been relating to 
the plants through our lives? Plants are not decoration. The plants are 
full living beings that can feel things, that can perceive things and have 
amazing forms of intelligence. A plant is not just a thing. Let us now 
confess to plants how we have related to them to this day.”

Several people spoke. One of the fantastic things that happened 
in that ritual was a student who started crying and said to a plant, “I 
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cannot talk to you. I cannot relate to you in that way. I see so much 
destruction toward you. I don’t have in me what it takes to relate with 
you in that way.” That was powerful!

Then, the funny thing is that Union posted a picture of the rit-
ual on Twitter, saying “Confessing to plants.” Union often has like, 
five likes or something on its posts. However, a couple of pastors— 
pastors of some mega churches—retweeted the post, saying, “Look at 
what liberal Christianity is doing. Progressive Christianity is destroy-
ing Christianity,” and all of that.

That went viral and became the trending tweet of that day—the 
highest trending tweet of that day. And it went into more than five 
hundred newspapers. Ralph . . . what’s his name? The very conservative 
guy who had a podcast that died of cancer not long ago. Ralph Limbo?

DM: Oh, Limbaugh.

CC: Yeah, yeah, yeah. He had a whole hour and a half of talking about 
this ritual. And it went everywhere. Fox News wrote about it and put 
a picture of me saying, “This professor must have got into some weeds 
to do this class,” and things like that. That was Plantgate.

I started to do this kind of thing. To do rituals like that.
I said there must be a different way of doing this, in which people will 

engage, in which people will be able to go through the disaster, but not 
feel shut down, or like there’s no hope, or “What if this is the end of the 
world as we know it?” I thought to myself, “What would be the best way 
to do this?” And that visit of my father answered me: With the clown!

You can see that the play goes into the depth of the earth’s destruc-
tion. But because it is a clown dealing with it, there is a kind of light-
ness to it. You laugh and cry. And I wanted the play to say something 
too. At the end we say: “This is not the end!” We cannot give up. We 
cannot say there’s nothing else to do. No, there’s always something we 
can do to change these climate disasters.

Wajcha, you see, is a stupid herald, one whose message is simple. 
He goes around saying: “Let us pay attention,” while he stumbles and 
falls onto his own nose, so to speak, so that people laugh. At the same 
time, he’s issuing a call to come back to Pachamama as he is trying to 
do it himself. He doesn’t have the answer. In the show, he cannot find 
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Pachamama by himself, and it is the rat Formaggio who helps him to 
do that. That is to say that we have to go beyond the speciesism of the 
human exceptionalism to find our way through this crisis. We need all 
the animals, we need the mountains, the rivers, the oceans, the plants 
to teach us how to relate to the earth.

That is what the play wants to show, there are possibilities for our pre-
cious earth to continue. Ailton Krenak, a wonderful indigenous leader in 
Brazil says, “Perhaps we can tell another story to postpone the end of the 
world.” Perhaps this is what this play wants to be: another story.

DM: Your play is merely telling another story. But not just telling it, 
right? It sounds to me like what you’ve just articulated is a doctrine of 
just how important play is. You want to transform some people, and 
you can’t transform without playing.

CC: Precisely. Exactly. Play. That’s what we need to do. Play is this 
awareness.

There is something about  .  .  . You know, in the New Testament, 
the apostle Paul says, “Rejoice, I tell you. One more time, I tell you, 
rejoice.” I think there’s something about this joy that we have to keep 
in the midst of these disasters, so that we won’t be swallowed by sad-
ness and nihilism. I don’t think we need to have faith—or, you know, 
Paul says we need to have, at the end, faith, hope, and love, but love is 
the more important thing. I would say that the most important thing 
today is joy, laughter. Joyous play. If we play, we will keep love alive. 
Playing will keep hope alive. Playing will sustain us.

That’s why I think the arts and the various forms of play we can 
do are fundamental to keeping us alive. You know, capitalism is a 
machine of sadness, and it creates absences everywhere. So, a play—it’s 
a way of restoring joy, a way of bringing life back to what is gone. In 
that sense, it’s a sacrament, as Calvin would say. It’s the visible pres-
ence of an invisible grace.

The play wants to show us the visible presence of this invisible 
grace that is the earth. When we discover that graciousness of the 
earth in all its offerings, in all its sustenance, we discover the immense 
joy of life. To discover joy is to find the ability to stay alive and fight 
for what is needed. For the earth, and the joy of belonging to the earth, 
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is what can keep us alive every day. I mean, I open the faucet in my 
house, and I say, “Wow, there’s water.” I don’t take it for granted. I see 
the flourishing of life everywhere, in the blooming of the flowers in 
the spring, the singing of the birds every day, the playfulness of ani-
mals, the joy of rivers flowing. Thus, I must learn to live in reciproc-
ity with the earth, loving, offering my attention and my deepest care. 
That sense of wonder helps me to play!

DM: Well, as doctrine goes, that’s pretty beautiful doctrine.
One or two questions about you before we run out of time. Did 

you start as a shoeshine boy?

CC: Yes, I did. I was shining shoes when I was around eight, I guess. I 
don’t know how I got this shoe-shining box I had.

But I went around in the afternoons after coming back from 
school. I went around offering to do shoe shining and to bring some 
money back home. This helped me learn storytelling, as well, because, 
you know, a shoe shining moment—it’s one of sharing stories.

You ask questions. When people are having their shoes shined there 
is often a story. We just say, “What do you do, where do you live, and 
what is happening?” That was also the church for me. The church told me 
stories and how to tell stories. And I think I replicated that in my shoe 
shining. Every shoe shining person is a fantastic storyteller. And they’re 
good listeners. They have to be. But it’s not often they get the chance to 
tell their own story.

They are kind of like, I don’t know, therapists or pastors, or some-
thing like that. There are not many leather shoes anymore, but shoe shin-
ers are keeping the world going around with their listening, with their 
own form of paying attention. That activity was very formative for me.

DM: You know, I often tell students, “If you want to write well, you’ve 
got to read a lot.” And what you’ve just said: “If you want to be a good 
storyteller, you’ve got to listen a lot.”

CC: That’s right. That’s right. And that sharpens your senses, your ways 
of making sense. You gain enormous vocabulary. You learn how to be 
involved, you allow yourself to be affected by that person through 



52 ECUMENICA:  PERFORMANCE AND RELIGION

ECU_18_1_02_Mason_Interview  Page 52� 29/04/25  1:15 AM

their story. And you learn how to work with that person with that 
story and make it local. And from that locality, then you can retell that 
one story, and make it universal.

DM: Oh, and that’s a matter of developing the kind of attentiveness 
that your play tries to inspire in audiences.

CC: Yes, that’s it. That’s the connection, Dave. A sense of attentiveness, 
bringing us back to the senses and from listening in that place we can 
tell a universal story! We must go back to our senses, you know, the 
listening to all of the sounds and all the soundscapes around us. To 
what do you listen? What is that sound near you that you didn’t realize 
has always been there? What is alive? We are taught to listen to some 
things and not to listen to other things. And the things we don’t listen 
can die because we don’t feel we need them.

Too often, we don’t hear anything, or we only hear sounds pro-
duced by human beings. I have exercises with my students in which 
we just go out and listen. The play wants to teach us how to listen to 
everything, to pay attention, anywhere we live.

DM: If you go out and you’re attentive, then the earth will tell you a 
story. And then maybe you can retell it.

CC: Precisely! Oh, Dave, this is exactly what we need to learn!
Just look what happened for me in this play with Formaggio. The 

first time we did the play at the New York Theater Festival, Formaggio 
didn’t have a voice. But then, I invited professor of music and com-
poser Ajitena Marco Scarassatti from Brazil to help us with sounds 
and soundscapes for the next performances of the play.

And he asked, “Why does Formaggio not have a sound, a voice?” And 
he said, “If Formaggio doesn’t have a voice, he’s not fully alive.” That’s when 
we started to think about Formaggio’s voice. But you see the problem in 
our own early version of this play: we only attend to the sounds of humans.

I mean, you see how this awakening is a process through which 
I have stumbled upon new things, new relations, new learnings, all 
the time. In the creation of the play, then in rehearsal .  .  . there was 
always something I didn’t attend to because of my previous ways of 
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perceiving. How did Formaggio not have a voice in the first three plays 
that we did? Unbelievable!

DM: Maybe one last question. What’s the point in your life at which 
you thought, “Hm, I’m going to be—I’m going to commit my profes-
sional life to the church.”

CC: In some ways . . . It was the church that gave me everything.
I think I have a little bit of an exaggerated sense of what the church 

can do. But when I grew up, the church gave me food—my first toy came 
from the church. The church taught me to relate, to socialize, to con-
nect. The church gave me a passion!

You know that book  .  .  . All I Really Need to Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten, something like that? I would have to say, Everything 
I know, I learned in church, because, you know, growing up, I had 
people who told me stories, who taught me to sing, who created 
places for me to play. They made me travel through those stories 
into worlds I had never seen.

There were the plays of the Bible that I did. I was always, as a kid, 
in the background, but one day, all of a sudden, I was asked to be 
Moses. When I was Moses, the first time, my goodness, that was huge.

The church for me was like a little commune, a little group of peo-
ple that could transform the entire society. Full liberation could come 
through these communes! I truly believed, even before liberation theol-
ogy, because of my own experience. We could indeed change the world 
from that place!

Now I believe that communities of attentiveness anywhere can 
help us pay attention to what is necessary, to those who are suffering, 
to what is fundamental in life, and to bring about justice! For me—my 
commitment to the church is much larger. It has a little to do with 
denominational churches or community in a religious sense. I believe 
in communities that struggle for a better life together, who hold them-
selves together, who go against the grain together, who offer a new 
world together! With or without faith. I believe that any community 
made of people and animals, waters, birds, seeds, vegetation, trees, and 
so on, can be a liberating, healing, transformative, communal, and just 
community.
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That’s what I feel. And what I hear the earth saying now is that my 
full commitment must be with the earth and all who are suffering. I 
think that every single religion has to change and see that the earth has 
priority over their beliefs. The earth comes first. What is the point of 
having your religion if you don’t have food, if you cannot drink, if you 
cannot have your necessary sustenance to live? I mean, the earth has 
to come before my religious rituals! I must attend to the earth so I can 
have my rituals, now with the earth! We have to pay attention to the 
law of the land first, and then whatever religious law there might be. 
Or we have to see the law of God in the law of the environment. Or 
the law of the law and/in the lore of the land through people/animals/
mountains/rivers, etc. Unless we pay attention to this—How can we 
sing if we can’t hear the sounds of the birds? How can we celebrate the 
eucharist if we don’t have rich soil to plant and harvest the wheat and 
the grapes? How can I pray if I don’t have a clean river to drink water?

I remember when, in my classes on Christian sacraments, I asked the 
students to consider the sacraments in relation to the earth and connect 
the elements, wheat, grapes, or the water, with what’s happening in their 
rituals.

This one student went to her church and did this: she went to the 
river next to her church and got a jug of water to pour into the baptis-
mal font for the renewal of their baptism, something like that. But the 
water she brought was all stinky and horrendous, with all this gunky 
stuff in it because the river was filthy dirty. Perhaps dead.

She poured that awful smelly water into the baptismal font, and 
she said over the water, “The waters of our baptism are the waters of 
our renewal.” Then she got a chalice to spurge that very “blessed” dirty 
water and people hid under the pews or ran out of the church.

DM: That’s a lesson.

CC: Our rituals need to make that connection. Why don’t religions 
make the connection of their faith, their spiritual practices, with the 
natural world? If there’s no connection, there’s no faith, there is no 
God, just our own idols.

In the same way our faith has also not landed yet and we must learn 
how to do it. I hope that with attentiveness, we can start landing and 
live with the whole earth.
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DM: The kingdom to come depends on the kingdom that’s already here.

CC: Indeed, my brother, indeed. It depends on the kingdom that’s 
already here. And there is so much around us, enough to keep us in 
wonder for many lives over!

And the kingdom as a kin-dom—without the “g,” as Latina theo-
logian Ada María Isasi-Díaz framed it, as a frame away from power 
hierarchies and into interconnected communities. I would push that 
notion of kin-dom even further with Donna Haraway and making kin 
in our larger natural/cultural worlds. The whole world is made of a 
plurality of kin-doms, made of ties and relationalities! That is what the 
earth is: a series of kinships of absolutely diverse and complex forms of 
life. And we are a full part of it! If we learn about this wonderfulness 
of the land we live, there is awe to live with, there is playfulness every-
where. There’s joy for our sadness, there is healing for our pain. There 
is sustenance for our lives. And there is a future for our kids.
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