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What others are saying about

The Passion of Christ: A Gay Vision

 

“The Passion of Christ: A Gay Vision by Kittredge Cherry and Douglas Blanchard is transformative in the most profound sense of the word. Reimagining Jesus as a contemporary gay man, these images shock us with their deep familiarity and emotional dissidence, forcing us to rethink ingrained ideas about goodness, suffering, fear, loathing, and transcendence. Whether you are religious or not, it is impossible to read The Passion of Christ without having your basic beliefs shaken and expanded.”

—Michael Bronski, professor of gender and sexuality at Harvard University and author of A Queer History of the United States

 

“Author Kittredge Cherry and Douglas Blanchard, whose paintings grace this book, knock it out of the ball park. I was deeply moved by this retelling of the Easter story.”

—Rev. Troy Perry, founder of Metropolitan Community Churches

 

“What an amazing read. Together Douglas Blanchard’s paintings and Kittredge Cherry’s text forced me to see Jesus again, not frozen in time by a Renaissance sculptor or idolized in gold on a Byzantine icon, but as a living, breathing, sensual son of man whom I want to know more intmately not just as ‘Savior and Lord’ but as a close friend and confidant.”

—Rev. Dr. Mel White, founder of Soulforce and author of Stranger at the Gate: To be Gay and Christian in America

 

“I have come to expect to be moved, challenged, and enlightened by the work of Kittredge Cherry and this latest offering has not disappointed. The combination of the contemporary images along with pertinent theological insight is deeply effective and brings to life the Passion not only for the LGBT community but for all people struggling to find themselves in the narrative and make sense of their faith.”

—Rev. Sharon Ferguson, M.A., chief executive of the Lesbian and Gay Christian Movement (United Kingdom)

 

“The Passion of Christ is a beautiful work of contextual theology. Cherry and Blanchard respond powerfully to Jesus’ question of ‘Who do you say that I am?’ from a contemporary queer perspective. This marvelous book will speak not only to LGBTIQ Christians, but also to anyone who is passionate about creating a more just world for the marginalized and excluded.”

—Rev. Patrick S. Cheng, Ph.D., theology professor at Episcopal Divinity School and author of From Sin to Amazing Grace: Discovering the Queer Christ

 

“The ancient story of Jesus acquires new layers of meaning when read through queer eyes. Suffering is more pronounced when depicted in real time. The divine leaps from these pages into open hearts. Few will view this art and read these commentaries without weeping for injustice and committing to love.”

—Mary Hunt, Ph.D., co-director, Women’s Alliance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual

 

“What a joy it is to hold, read, and contemplate a book such as this! For centuries, the Passion of Jesus Christ has been a favorite topic for artists. Douglas Blanchard’s inspired and powerful contemporary reworking of this theme, with its brilliant and touching echoes of so much that is sadly true in our world, shares in this long heritage. Kittredge Cherry’s prayerful commentary on the twenty-four panels helps move us to a place of profound theological reflection. Not only is this a compellingly gay and much-needed re-visioning of the central Christian mystery. It also defiantly reaffirms our common humanity.”

—Donald L. Boisvert, Ph.D., religion professor at Concordia University, priest in the Anglican Church of Canada, and author of Sanctity and Male Desire: A Gay Reading of Saints

 

“The great theologian and physician Albert Schweitzer once famously noted that each new epoch has sought and found a new Jesus. This is ‘the only way in which it could make Him live.’ Here Kittredge Cherry and Douglas Blanchard make Jesus live. For new trials and times, new faces and places, challenging our conceptions, preconceptions, and misconceptions.”

—S. Brent Plate, Ph.D., religion professor at Hamilton College and author of Blasphemy: Art that Offends

 

“The Passion of Christ: A Gay Vision gives new meaning to Christ’s Passion, and also new feeling — feelings that connect the story of Christ’s mission, suffering, and new life to our own, not just as LGBT people, but for all thought ‘queer’ by ‘the powers that be.’ Not only did it stretch my spirit, but I also learned much about Christian art, scripture, theology, and history that challenges prevalent church assumptions. This is a great contribution to art about Jesus. Paintings, interpretations, and afterword are all quite profound.”

—Rev. Chris Glaser, author of Coming Out as Sacrament and weekly blogger of Progressive Christian Reflections (chrisglaser.blogspot.com)

 

“Peopled with figures recognizable from today’s cityscapes, including protestors, lawmakers, and the nameless abjected, Blanchard’s vivid images highlight the beauty and pain of contemporary LGBT experience. In this world, resurrection is communal, and divine and human loves transgress boundaries. Cherry’s rich, resonant commentary provides fertile resources for reflection, meditation, study, and prayer.”

—Susannah Cornwall, Ph.D., advanced research fellow in theology and religion at the University of Exeter, UK, and author of Controversies in Queer Theology

 

“The Passion of Christ is a wonderful book that should have great appeal not only to the LGBTQ community but to all for whom the Passion of Christ is spiritually significant. The introductions by Kittredge Cherry and Douglas Blanchard provide invaluable background to the history of depictions of the passion. The paintings are provocative and powerful; the reflections that accompany them are sensitive interweavings of scripture and contemporary experience. As a Christian theologian I am deeply grateful for this fine work.”

—Theodore W. Jennings, Ph.D., Bible professor at Chicago Theological Seminary and author of The Man Jesus Loved: Homoerotic Narratives from the New Testament
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Great art is not a matter of presenting one side or another, but presenting a picture so full of the contradictions, tragedies, [and] insights of the period that the impact is at once disturbing and satisfying.

—PAULI MURRAY
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Author’s Introduction

BY KITTREDGE CHERRY

 

Jesus challenges viewers by arriving as a young gay man of today in the Passion of Christ paintings by Douglas Blanchard. The artist takes the most important narrative in Western culture and rescues it from fundamentalists and also from over-familiarity. Blanchard, a self-proclaimed “very agnostic believer,” breaks the lethal illusion that Jesus belongs exclusively to a particular time or group. He used the series to grapple with his own faith struggles as a gay New Yorker who witnessed the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The artist revitalizes an old story by telling it with new images featuring modern dress, an urban setting, and a diverse cast of contemporary characters. The purpose of reflecting on the Passion is not necessarily to worship Christ, but to remember the ongoing cycle of human violence, and to seek a way to move from suffering to freedom. The Passion story invites each viewer to stand at the cross as a compassionate witness — and to take up their own cross, whatever it may be.

A gay Passion is crucial now even for non-believers because Christianity is being used to justify hate and discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people. Queer people have been labeled “sinners,” denied civil rights and economic access, erased from history, and have sometimes been beaten or killed in the name of Jesus. Yet Blanchard chooses to reclaim the Passion story instead of rejecting it. “I’m not prepared to concede the Gospel to people who believe that they own the copyright to it, and who use it as a cudgel to dominate others,” he says. The gay vision salvages Jesus from the wreckage of the culture wars, disrupting all attempts to find easy answers. The artist’s gay consciousness transforms the dangerous mythologies that arose around Jesus.

Using a realistic figurative style, Blanchard paints a shockingly new vision with exceptional artistic skill and symbolic depth. His Jesus stands up to priests, bankers, politicians, soldiers, and police — all of whom look eerily similar to the people holding those jobs today. In Blanchard’s gay vision, Jesus is jeered by fundamentalists, tortured by Marine look-alikes, and rises again to enjoy homoerotic moments with God. The 24 paintings in the gay Passion series portray Jesus in a modern city as he experiences his final days, including the arrest, trial, crucifixion, and resurrection. The hero of his series doesn’t appear obviously gay, nor does he look like the stereotypical Jesus. The artist lets Jesus’ actions speak for themselves and leaves room for the viewer to inhabit the image. Jesus is not the only gay person in this vision of the Passion. He attracts surprisingly diverse crowds in which some of his best friends — and perhaps a few of his enemies — appear to be queer. By placing the Passion story in an up-to-date cityscape, the artist raises revealing questions: If Jesus came back today, would he be crucified all over again? Would we even recognize him?

The word “passion” entered the English language from the Latin term passio, which means suffering, and can refer specifically to the suffering of Christ in his final days. Later it came to mean any strong emotion or desire. In Blanchard’s vision God identifies with the oppressed, including queer people, so passionately that gay experience becomes God’s own experience through Jesus. This extraordinary Christ figure fights for justice and yet he cannot be pigeonholed. He doesn’t play favorites. He goes beyond liberation theology’s God of the oppressed. Jesus is incarnated anew as one of today’s queer people, but he doesn’t stay in the gay ghetto. He is a healthy young white man, but he befriends women, people of color, the disabled, the elderly, and the poor, as well as queers. Blanchard’s vision is prophetic because he painted a world that is coming into being: a society where LGBT people mix easily with everyone else. Not only Jesus, but also the people around him are visibly transformed by his death-defying journey from prison to paradise. The importance of the subject, the talent of the artist, and the maturity of his understanding combine to create powerful masterpieces for our time.

Blanchard bears witness to the truth of human cruelty without glorifying violence, submission, or sacrifice. His paintings make explicit the connection between Christ’s crucifixion and all acts of aggression, particularly today’s anti-gay violence in the name of religion. Like so many other prophets and liberators, Jesus was killed by the forces that oppose love, justice, equality, and freedom. LGBT people often identify with the hurt and humiliation that Jesus experienced on the cross. Too many LGBT lives have been a torturous journey to Calvary in which mistreatment by the church crushed the faith out of them. Jesus himself said, “Whatever you did to the least of these, you did to me.” In that sense, it is entirely appropriate to see Christ in the faces of those who are scapegoated and attacked for being queer. Many LGBT people and allies have rejected Christianity, especially the Passion, because of its connection to domination and violence. Theologies of atonement have used the Passion to sanction war and personal violence. In Blanchard’s vision, the Passion becomes a way to question, dismantle, and free people from deadly religious ideologies.

The series remains true to the Jesus of scripture and traditional Christian faith, with one big exception: the addition of a gay orientation for Jesus. Nobody knows whether the historical Jesus was homosexual, although some scholars do think so. The gospel of John describes Jesus interacting with his special “beloved” disciple, usually considered to be John himself. Nowhere does the Bible mention that Jesus had a wife. Jesus didn’t discuss homosexuality directly, but he did upset religious authorities by breaking gender rules, befriending sexual outcasts, and teaching love without limits. Whether he was gay or straight, Jesus remains celibate in the eyes of many Christians. That belief is not necessarily contradicted by Blanchard’s art. In this series, Jesus appears to consummate his homoerotic desires only after his physical death and only with God.

Blanchard restores LGBT people to a place in the Passion, ending the long conspiracy of silence about their contributions to Christianity. The queer quest for God became invisible, even though LGBT people helped build the church from the beginning. The queer aspect opens up a new entry point to the Passion story, especially for those who feel excluded from the church. Jesus takes on a gay orientation in order to affirm that LGBT lives today are sacred. The result is revelatory. Viewers are pushed to increase the places they look for the risen Christ. The queer lens encourages fresh understanding of the cross, and what it means to be part of the body of Christ.

The artist expected the series to be a “career killer,” alienating both the secular art world and conservative Christians, but he dared to paint it anyway. The paintings helped him wrestle with the role of religion in the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. His studio is located on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, about two miles from the World Trade Center site. He began painting the life of Christ a few months before the terrorist attack there plunged him into a crisis of faith that is reflected in his Passion. It took him four years to complete the series.

The risky project turned into his biggest success. Like the black Jesus and woman Christ before him, the gay Jesus enlightens all by filling the void left when a disadvantaged group is excluded from sacred stories. The world needs a gay Christ figure at the start of the 21st century. The images speak both to the faithful and to non-believers, serving a dual purpose as art objects and devotional tools. People from many different backgrounds marveled that Blanchard’s Passion is “accessible but profound” and “disturbing, but ultimately glorious.” Some were moved to tears. Viewers embraced the Passion at galleries, in print magazines, and across the Internet. Everyone seems to have a different favorite out of the 24 images, and individuals are drawn to different paintings at various points in their lives.

The art also angered conservatives. Just as Jesus himself faced opposition, the gay Passion series was attacked by right-wing fundamentalists. They condemned the whole concept as a “perverted” and “blasphemous” effort to promote “the homosexual agenda.” In the culture wars the cross has been reduced from its historical complexity to a litmus test for salvation or eternal damnation. Blanchard was not willing to concede the gospel to those who felt entitled to use it as a weapon for dominating others. His work challenges fundamentalism not with the usual counter-polemic, but by presenting a more nuanced alternative. Far from being blasphemous, painting the gay Passion was an act of moral courage in a critically engaged form of Christianity.

It may be painful to witness the violent death of Jesus, but his story resounds in the human spirit. The Passion narrative is deeply ingrained in Western culture. For Christians his sacrifice redeems a broken world. Jesus embodies the archetype of the hero who leaves the ordinary world, triumphs over difficult challenges, and returns as a savior with power to benefit others. Not just any hero, Jesus also fits the mythic patterns of the martyr who dies for the sake of others and the god-man who dies and is reborn. The fact that Jesus personifies common archetypes does not diminish his power or validity. The divine drama becomes a model for psychological growth, or what theologians call redemption and sanctification. And yet Jesus is also the anti-hero, an everyman figure who is irrevocably, irredeemably human. The way to overcome death is not by denial but by moving through it to rebirth. For believers, the Passion is the ultimate affirmation that God chooses to stand in solidarity with humankind.

Portraying a queer Christ presents unique artistic challenges. It’s difficult to visually code Jesus as gay without sexualizing him or reducing him to a stereotype. For some viewers the slightest hint can indicate that Jesus is gay, and anything more seems too sexually explicit or “like a billboard.” On the other hand, the image of Jesus is so closely associated with right-wing homophobes that some viewers must see an out-and-proud Jesus before they can believe he is gay. Blanchard solves the dilemma by keeping Jesus’ sexual orientation invisible, except in a couple of post-resurrection panels. Some progressive Bible scholars do argue that the historical Jesus had a homosexual relationship, but Blanchard gracefully sidesteps that issue. Before the resurrection his Jesus is actually less homoerotic than many church-approved masterpieces by Michelangelo and other great artists of the past. People call the series a “gay Passion” for short, but Blanchard’s title makes it clear that he painted an unconditional “The Passion of Christ.” The word Christ is both a religious title and a blessed state to which anyone can aspire. Only the subtitle specifies that it is “a gay vision.”

Images of a queer Christ are on the rise now in Western culture. Religious excuses for discrimination against LGBT people have made the emergence of the gay Jesus necessary and inevitable. When other artists have addressed queer Christian themes, they often depict a Christ figure alone, in a same-sex couple, or within a segregated LGBT community. Some insert a standard-issue Christ figure into the current LGBT scene. The result can come across as inflammatory or a cheap shot. Sometimes Jesus appears to be nothing more than the gratuitously sexy object of homoerotic fantasy. Blanchard avoids all those traps. He doesn’t combine gay and Christian symbols to be sensational. In fact, he downplays both the gay and the Christian elements. His genius is showing LGBT people, including a gay Jesus, integrated in contemporary life — and in the afterlife. Queer Christian art arose during the modern era, with its suspicion of miracles and happy endings. Few artists cared to portray a queer vision of the resurrection. Blanchard, painting from a place of faith, lavishes attention on Jesus’ exploits after he rises from the dead. For him the Passion is not an artistic device or visual shorthand, but a living, breathing mystery. He is able to mine its depths for the riches still buried there. His deep synthesis of both gay and Christian experience results in images that are ideal for intellectual and spiritual reflection.

Blanchard finds ways to communicate without cliché about Jesus’ sexuality and about another thorny issue: his spirituality. Contemporary artists find it hard to depict Jesus without becoming sanctimonious or trite. In Christian tradition Jesus is fully divine and fully human, or “very God and very man.” At first glance most of Blanchard’s Passion paintings appear to show a totally human Jesus. A closer look reveals hints of holiness — but with a post-modern sensibility. Most of the paintings have no overt symbols to show that the protagonist is Jesus, other than his name inextricably painted onto the faux frames. Cues to his sacred identity tend to be everyday hints of holiness that viewers might recognize in their own lives if they paused to look. Blanchard discards the predictable image of Jesus with beard and white robe. Some say his Jesus looks like rock star David Bowie. He is modeled after contemporary men and the earliest images of Christ, which date back to the third century. They showed Jesus as a beardless youth, handsome and athletic. Blanchard’s Jesus almost always looks impassive and at peace, no matter what is happening. Some perceive him as confused. He is usually at the center of every composition. In many cases he looks directly forward, gazing back into the eyes of the viewer like a Byzantine icon.
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