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ntering Journey to 
Bethlehem feels like 
stepping into the past.

Visitors to the live, 
interactive tour are 
surrounded by children 
holding clucking chickens 
and shopkeepers mending 

fish nets as hunks of meat roast over open 
flames.

“We try to get the whole sensory thing 
going — the sights, the sounds, the smells 
— so that it takes them back in time,” said 
costume coordinator Jo Ann Rincker.

Persuading the five senses that they are 
in an ancient Middle Eastern village on the 
night of Jesus Christ’s birth is a daunting 
challenge that takes weeks of preparation. 
Volunteers from churches around the 
region converge on the acreage behind 
the Hermiston Seventh-day Adventist 
Church each winter to raise a marketplace, 
government buildings, leper’s camp and 
the all-important stable where baby Jesus 
makes an appearance.

The work culminates in a three-day-
long production that guides a stream of 
about 2,000 visitors through the story of 
Jesus’ birth.

Rincker said the actors are outside from 
about 4:30 to 9 p.m. each night, so they 
are grateful that each year a few more 
tents and tarps are replaced by wooden 
structures.

“We’ve had snow, we’ve had wind, 
we’ve had rain,” Rincker said. “Rain is the 
worst.”

Campfires and torches provide the light 
and warmth as people travel through the 
village. The flickering light and smell of 
smoke creates a sense of authenticity, but 
also the occasional small mishap — more 
than one of the costumes Rincker has 
created bears the scorch-mark evidence of 
an actor backing up a little too close to a 
fire.

The set’s other source of unpredict-
ability tends to come from the live animals, 
which include sheep, goats, chickens, 
donkeys and sometimes llamas.

“One year we had a donkey go down,” 
Rincker said. “We didn’t know if it was 
going to die on set. They actually gave it 
mouth to mouth resuscitation. And it was 
fine! It made it.”

Call it a Christmas miracle.
On Tuesday a group of men were 

putting up the walls that surround the 
market, using plywood and two-by-fours 
recycled from last year’s production. 
Inside the tax collector’s office, Darla 
Hanson and Misty Baltazar painted trim a 
bright blue that a rich Roman could afford.

“They liked having nice things too,” 
Baltazar said.

Hanson, aided by Baltazar and others, 
heads up the decor aspect, including 
baskets, pottery, rugs, scrolls and other 
items that add to the realism of the set. 
Hanson said she is always checking out 
garage sales and Goodwill for set pieces 
that her research tells her would fit with 
the times.

“I just gather stuff here and there,” she 
said.

Shopkeepers in the market are supposed 
to provide their own wares, but Hanson 
approves items and helps fill out the 
inventory.

“The ladies that decorate this one come 
on Friday morning and decorate it, and it’s 
beautiful,” she said of the building they 
were painting. “It used to be an Army tent, 
but those things were so hard to decorate 

because they were so 
dark and they’d get worn 
out and blew down about 
every year.”

Baltazar said 
protecting items like rugs from the rain 
and wind has gotten easier as the set 
has become more sheltered by wooden 
structures.

Once the set is complete, it’s the 
costumes on the actors that add the final 
visual touch of authenticity.

Much like Hanson, Rincker is very 
familiar with Goodwill. Some of the 
costume pieces she makes, but long skirts 
and tunics and shawls can often be found 
second-hand and put together in such a 
way that they pass muster in the flickering 
torchlight. Costume stores have also come 
in handy, and over the years the group has 
amassed a good-sized collection of metal 
armor and swords for the Roman soldiers 
that harass the visitors to Bethlehem.

“The first year we had the hoki-
est-looking helmets,” Rincker said.

Rincker usually serves as a guide, but a 

few years ago she got to 
don one of her specially 
created costumes when 
the person portraying 
the angel appearing to 
the shepherds didn’t 
show up one night.

“It’s lonely up there,” 
she said, pointing to the 
angel’s perch above the 
sheep pens. “I have to 
give credit to the angel, 
they are up there all 
night.”

The volunteers who 
work on the set, props 
and costumes are only 
a piece of the team 
that brings Journey to 
Bethlehem alive, as 
are the 100 or so actors 
who participate. There 
are also people who 
provide the live animals, 
provide live music in 
the sanctuary as people 
wait for their turn, 
provide childcare for the 
actors’ children at First 
Christian Church and 
help with parking and 
refreshments. Rincker 
said the churches that 
put the production 
together are also 
grateful to the neighbors 
who put up with the 
noise and traffic.

Sharon Peter, 
secretary for the 
Seventh-day Adventist 

Church, helps with logistics inside the 
church. The Journey to Bethlehem tour 
takes about 20 minutes to complete, but 
visitors usually end up waiting about 30 
to 45 minutes in the sanctuary first. Peter 
organizes the numbered tickets that tell 
them when their turn is up, and will help 
hand out the coloring/activity packets for 
children while they wait.

“We have live music — piano or instru-
mental or vocal  — some sort of perfor-
mance going on so people have something 
to listen to,” Peter said.

Rincker said the production, which 
began nine years ago, continues to improve 
with age as its creators come up with new 
ideas and buy new items.

“Every year we do something smoother 
and better,” she said.

Journey to Bethlehem runs Dec. 2-4 from 
5-8:30 p.m. at the Hermiston Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, 855 W. Highland Ave.

———
Contact Jade McDowell at jmcdowell@

eastoregonian.com or 541-564-4536. 

LIFESTYLES WEEKEND, DECEMBER 3-4, 2016

Musical alumni 

return for concert 

in Hermiston/3C

Snow falls 
on Oregon  
ski hills/4C

Cider like 
a pro this 
Christmas/4C

Volunteers create the sights, sounds and smells of Bethlehem
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Richard Flaiz, from left, Dusty Nolan and Larry Hanson work on constructing the Journey to Bethlehem set on Tuesday at the Hermiston Seventh-day Adventist Church.

LEFT: Larry Hanson, left, drills a screw 
into a two-by-four as Louis Hanson 
and Dusty Nolan hold up the structure 
on Tuesday in Hermiston.

IT TAKES A VILLAGE

TO MAKE A VILLAGE
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ABOVE: Larry Hanson uses a saw to 
cut a knotch into a piece of particle 
board while working on assembling 
the Journey to Bethlehem village  
behind the Hermiston Seventh-day 
Adventist Church.
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