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 Doubt is set in the Bronx area of New York 

City, at a Catholic school called St. Nicholas. It is 

1964. The play opens with a sermon by Father Flynn 

on the nature of doubt. He advises people to take 

comfort in the fact that doubt is a universal experi-

ence: òWhen you are lost, you are not alone.ó 

 The scene then shifts to the office of Sister 

Aloysius, the principal of St. Nicholas. She meets with 

Sister James, a new teacher, and questions the young 

nunõs methods of teaching and discipline. Sister     

Aloysius advises Sister James to be less trusting of her 

students and to keep an eye out for anything suspi-

cious in the school. 

 A few weeks later, Sister James reports to Sis-

ter Aloysius again. They discuss the progress of Don-

ald Muller, the schoolõs first and only black student, 

and Sister James says that he is being watched over by 

Father Flynn, who has òtaken an interestó in the boy. 

She describes a recent incident where Donald came to 

class looking uncomfortable and smelling of alcohol 

after a meeting with Father Flynn. Sister Aloysius   

suspects that there might be something inappropriate 

in the relationship between the boy and the priest. 

 Shortly thereafter, Sister Aloysius confronts 

Father Flynn about the matter, with Sister James    

present as a witness. Flynn explains that he caught the 

boy drinking altar wine, but chose not to tell anyone 

about the matter to keep Donald from losing his     

position as an altar boy.  

 Sister Aloysius does not believe him and 

meets with Donald Mullerõs mother to discuss the 

matter. Mrs. Muller listens to the nunõs suspicions, and 

replies that whatever relationship Father Flynn has 

with her son, she is glad he is watching out for the 

boy. After she leaves, Flynn storms in, furious at Sister 

Aloysius for attempting to destroy his reputation. 

Flynn insists that heõs innocent and Sister Aloysius 

says that she is just as certain he is guilty. She exits, 

and Flynn places a call to the bishop. 

 In the final scene, Sister Aloysius is speaking 

to Sister James in the schoolõs garden. Flynn is gone, 

having requested a transfer to a different parish.     

Aloysius admits that she never had any proof of 

Flynnõs guilt. As the play ends, Sister Aloysius reveals 

her own uncertainty about the rightness of her actions. 

 John Patrick Shanley was born in 1959, in the 

Bronx Area of New York City. He was raised Catholic, 

and many of the themes and ideas of Doubt were born 

from Shanleyõs own education at the hands of Sisters 

of Charity. òThere was a quality of certainty being exer-

cised around me,ó he reports, òthat something in me 

was answering with something that felt very powerful 

called ôdoubtõ.ó  

 òI was born a writer,ó Shanley says, and he 

experimented with many forms of writing growing up. 

He composed an award-winning essay at the age of 

twelve, then became a poet through his teens and early 

twenties. He took every writing class available at New 

York University, eventually enrolling in a playwriting 

course because òit was the only one left.ó This course 

marked the beginning 

of a long and success-

ful career. òAs soon as 

I finished the play, the 

student organization 

offered to give it a full production in a 300-seat house, 

going into rehearsal like three weeks later. And that 

excited me.ó 

 Shanley has since written 23 plays, including  

Danny and the Deep Blue Sea (1983), The Big Funk (1990) 

and Cellini (2001). None of his plays ran on Broadway 

until Doubt in 2004, which won four Tony awards and 

earned Shanley a Pulitzer Prize. He has also written 

several screenplays, including Moonstruck (1987) which 

won him an Oscar for Best Writing.  
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The Pope                                                  

Supreme Head of the Catholic Church. 

Cardinals                                               

Report to the pope. responsible for elect-

ing new popes, serving on various coun-

cils, and overseeing bishops and dioceses. 

Bishops                                                    

Appointed by the Pope to run a diocese. 

Monsignors                  

 A priest who has performed ex-

emplary service to the church 

may be awarded the title of Mon-

signor by the pope. This does not 

give the priest extra authority or 

salary - it is simply an honorary 

title. 

Pastors/Priests                                  

Appointed by a Bishop. A pastor is    

simply a priest who works in a parish and 

oversees day-to-day activities of the    

parish church, including hearing        

confessions, leading prayers, and        

performing marriages. 

Church hierarchy can be confusing if you are unfamiliar with the terms. Think of the rankings within the Church as 

you would think of the rankings within a government: The Pope is the top authority, like a president or King, to 

whom everybody answers. He chooses Cardinals to assist him in specific areas, like the President appoints a Secretary 

of Education and a Secretary of Defense. 

Just like our country is divided into states which are run by governors, the Church is divided into dioceses which are 

controlled by bishops. Dioceses come in many different sizes; a single diocese may consist of several counties or an 

entire state. An especially large diocese is called an archdiocese, and is run by an archbishop.  

Each diocese is then divided up into parishes, which cover several neighborhoods. Each parish has a parish church 

and a pastor, who is appointed by the bishop.  Confused? Hereõs a visual example. 

Nuns                           

Women who devote themselves 

to the service of the Church. 

Report to the Mother Superior 

of their order. Since nuns are 

not ordained, they count as 

members of the  laity. 

Laity                                                         

All non-ordained members of the 

church. 

Ordained : Given the authority to perform certain religious ceremonies, like weddings and baptisms.  

Pope Benedict  XVI  
Cardinal Franc Rode  


