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Shuler Theater actress fights cancer with comedy
By Tim Keller
Special to The ChronicleNews
RATON — Just before
Christmas, First United
Methodist Church pastor
Adrianne Coleman was
ringing the Salvation Army
bell outside the El Raton
Movie Theatre when Shuler
Theater director Gail
Dixon-Willden arrived for a
movie. Coleman surprised
herself when she offered,
on a whim, “If you ever
want a strong female lead,
I’m your gal.”
Then she got a New
Year’s present she didn’t
want. On Jan. 2, she was
diagnosed with breast cancer.
The next month, on
Mardi Gras Fat Tuesday,
she took the role of Vivian
in the Kaleidoscope Players’
summer repertory musical
comedy “Church Basement
Ladies,” which opened at
the Shuler Theater June 28
and continues through Aug.
4.
“This is a way to say
‘cancer is only a word,’” she
says. “It’s a bad word, but it
doesn’t have to stop you.
Not only can you go on with
your life, but you can also
start something new. I’ve
found the stage to be an
effective adjunct to cancer
treatments.”
She received chemotherapy in Pueblo for five
months, from January to
May. Her hair loss, she says,
“makes it easier to wear the
wig” of her stage character,
Vivian.
She had a lumpectomy
last Monday and faces five
years of drug therapy.
“I’m proud to say that I
haven’t missed a Sunday in
the pulpit. That’s been part
of my goal of pushing forward positively. You get so
wrapped up in the medical
side of the treatments. The
theater side of my life has
been a good countermeasure. The laughter and play
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Adrianne Coleman’s elder character Vivian, right, counsels Jillian Solano’s younger Karin in the
musical comedy “Church Basement Ladies,” which continues at the Shuler Theater through Aug.
4.
have been invigorating and
energizing therapy for me.”
Rehearsals ran nine
hours a day, six days a week
for several weeks. She over-

came joint pain, lack of
energy, and the rigors of
rehearsal to sing and dance
and laugh in her first stage
role since 1979.

After doing college theater in Denton, Texas, she
married,
moved
to
Farmington, N.M., and had
four children who are now
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33, 29, 21 and 16 years old.
(The youngest, Nathan, will
play the lead role of Willie
Wonka in the Shuler’s children’s theater production
Aug. 10-12.) She acted with
the San Juan Stage
Company and directed
“Hello Dolly” and “Fiddler
on the Roof.”
Then she got busy raising four kids and didn’t
mount a stage for more
than thirty years.
Well, not exactly.
Along with fellow Raton
pastor and stage actor Rick
Trice, she says, “When people ask us how long it’s
been since we were on the
stage, we say, ‘Last
Sunday.’”
“The biggest difference,”
she says, “is that in church,
the lights are on and you
can see the audience.”
Most of her parishioners, both from the Raton
congregation and Grace
United Methodist Church
in Des Moines — the two
churches are “yoked” and
share one pastor — have
already come to see her in
“Church Basement Ladies.”
Coleman, who arrived in
Raton in 2010, says, “My
parishioners view my act-

ing as a good way for their
pastor to be connected to
the community.”
Although the play is an
ensemble piece, Coleman’s
character of Vivian is the
one with the greatest challenge and change. “She’s
the matriarch of the
kitchen and probably a lifelong member of the church.
She pulls the strings, but
she’s feeling the rug pulled
out from under her by the
younger women.”
It’s a theme that resonates for Coleman. “I’ve
been preaching for a couple
years about our need to
embrace change,” she says.
“People defer to Vivian in
the play, but they’re also
trying to pull her forward
into the changes represented by the present day.”
Coleman recently saw
something posted on
Facebook that has stuck
with her. “It said that when
something bad happens to
you, there are three choices:
you can let it define you,
destroy you, or strengthen
you.”
She’s responded to her
cancer by returning to the
stage, even with its daunting demands. Not only has
she embraced change, but
she’s used it to strengthen
herself.
* * *
“Church
Basement
Ladies” continues at the
Shuler Theater and tonight
at 7:30 p.m. On July 27 and
Aug. 4 there will be two
shows each day, a 2:30 p.m.
matinee followed by a 7:30
p.m. evening show.
General admission tickets are available at the door
— $15 adults, $13 seniors,
and $5 children. Additional
information is available at
the Shuler Theater, (575)
445-4746.

