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Preface

Film is an extraordinarily popular medium today, but films do much more than simply entertain. Films, as with other cultural forms, have the potential to reinforce, to challenge, to overturn, or to crystallize religious perspectives, ideological assumptions, and fundamental values. Films bolster and challenge our society’s norms, guiding narratives, and accepted truths. In short, films can and do perform religious and iconoclastic functions in American society.

Peter Williams, in Popular Religion in America, argues that in our society popular cultural forms perform some of the religious roles usually associated with ecclesiastical institutions. For example, Williams notes that in the United States sacred time has been transformed by a cycle of holy days independent of any traditional religious institution. Holidays such as the Fourth of July, Memorial Day, Thanksgiving, and New Year’s have redefined “the idea of sacred time,” expanding it far beyond traditional religious holidays such as Yom Kippur and Easter. Religion, in other words, is not confined strictly to what happens in a synagogue or church but is manifested in diverse cultural formations in our society, including popular films.1


In this study of Hollywood films, we avoid the elitism that finds intellectual and aesthetic value exclusively in canonical works of art. Rather, we think an investigation of popular expressions of art is integral to understanding the culture that produced it. If we want to understand American culture, we need to study Hollywood films. This is the reason we have brought these chapters together: to examine critically the way popular films relate to religion. The authors of the chapters collected in this book define religion in different ways, some much more broadly than others, but all assume that religion is an important part of our world and that popular films are powerful vehicles for communicating religious meanings, mythic stories, and bedrock ideological values to millions of people. Their chapters teach us to recognize the explicit and implicit presence of religion in one of the most important media of our contemporary culture. These chapters demonstrate that “religious” longings and values pervade the public sphere. This should change the way we think about religion as well as about film. Movies can no longer be viewed as “just entertainment,” and religion can no longer be viewed as an antiquated or a peripheral institution in a predominantly secular society. Rather, films, perhaps because they are presumed to be “just entertainment,” provide  a key means for millions of Americans to grapple with religious issues, mythic archetypes, and fundamental ideological concerns. By looking critically at films, we can learn a good deal about religion in the United States.

 




Joel W. Martin 
Conrad E. Ostwalt Jr.







Acknowledgments

The creation of this book took many years of collaborative effort between coeditors Joel Martin and Conrad Ostwalt. We attended professional meetings in both film studies and religious studies, wrote dozens of letters soliciting manuscripts, posted notices in scholarly newsletters, and edited the chapters in this collection. We worked well together. Often, when one of us grew tired, the other would come up with a good idea or a new approach. We thank Marykay Scott, Jane Raese, and the entire staff at Westview Press for their enthusiasm for our work. In addition, Cheryl Carnahan provided invaluable editing suggestions. And to our contributors—thank you for your patience and excellent work. Throughout the project, we were sustained by the enthusiasm and insights of our students, many of whom were as excited by the project as we were. In recognition of their role, we dedicate the book to them.

The resulting collection is exceptional, and we think it will be groundbreaking. Each chapter makes an original contribution to the subject of religion and film. Several of the chapters (Martin, Rushing, McLemore, Makarushka) directly engage the problematics of race, class, and gender. Readers will be challenged to think critically about the ways popular films encourage racism, encode class, and construct gender even as they are asked to ponder the various ways films screen the sacred.

 



 



It goes without saying that I owe a debt to former teachers and mentors who, in one way or another, have shaped my study, teaching, and writing. Wesley Kort has guided me thoughout my preparation and study and has provided a theoretical framework for viewing the relationship of religion and culture. Peter Kaufman and Grant Wacker have been mentors and friends since my undergraduate days. The work of Giles Gunn and Kenny Williams challenged and guided me during my graduate studies. And Carolyn Jones and Mark Ledbetter continue to provide critical assessment and feedback on my work. My colleagues and friends at Appalachian State University provide support and encouragement—thanks especially to David Ball, Graduate Studies and Research, Jessie Taylor, and Alan Hauser. Finally, my family always supports my endeavors: to parents, Conrad and Doris Ostwalt; my family, Donna Goodin, Mark Ostwalt, Angela Hines, Bobby Goodin, Tracey Ostwalt, David Hines, Carrie Goodin, Amy Goodin, Jordan Ostwalt, Jacob Hines, Kadi Ostwalt, John Davidson, Martha Davidson, Marcia Williams, Mike Williams, and Emily Williams; and especially my wife, Mary—thank you.

C.E.O.

I owe thanks to many extraordinary teachers for their inspiring scholarship, friends for stimulating conversation, and family for steadfast love—Robert Wuthnow, James Welsh, Joel Williamson, Marilyn Massey, Peter Wood, Charles Long, Catherine Albanese, William Hutchinson, Conrad Cherry, Gary Ebersole, Charles Hudson, Fredric Jameson, Dan Frick, Tamara Goeglein, Steve Cooper, Kabi Hartman, Annette Aronowicz, Bob Mickey, Andy Manis, Matt Glass, Caroline Carvill, Rodger Payne, Keith Naylor, Wendy Young, David Hackett, John Stackhouse, Madeline Duntley, Gerald McDermott, Val Ziegler, Steve Prothero, Rosemary Gooden, Laurie Maffly-Kipp, Tom Tweed, Betty DeBerg, Tony Fels, Jane Rossetti, Bill Martin, Patty Martin, Stan Martin, Sophia Martin, Allen Martin, Melanie Martin, and Caroline Martin. To all of them, I give my heartfelt gratitude.

J.W.M.






1

Introduction: Seeing the Sacred on the Screen
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MANY YEARS AGO a college classmate went to see the first Rocky film. Afterward, he declared, “It makes me want to get into the best shape possible.” We were shocked. Jack was not known for discipline or drive. Up to that point, he had spent most of his college days and nights playing poker, drinking beer, and listening to rock and roll. Stallone’s film changed his life. He started jogging and pumping iron; he lost weight and became a respectable athlete. When he began attending classes, I was impressed. However, despite this convincing evidence of the movie’s power, it was not until years later that I finally saw it.

The very first image shocked me, for it is not of Sylvester Stallone or even of the city of Philadelphia. The film begins with a full-screen image of the face of Christ. The camera tracks down from this image, represented in a mosaic on the wall, to Rocky, the palooka boxer who has squandered his natural gifts. Rocky, it turns out, is fighting in a gymnasium that used to be a church. Suspended above the ring is a banner reading “Resurrection A.C.” (presumably the initials stand for Athletic Club). Several other Christ-figure motifs follow. Just as Christ consorted with a prostitute named Mary Magdelene, Rocky advises a girl named Marie to stop being promiscuous; like a Good Samaritan, he rescues a bum from the street; finally, like a scapegoat savior or human sacrifice, he suffers physical violence in order to redeem the hopes of the common people. Full of Christian themes, the movie is also full of civil religion, the ideology that sanctifies the United States as God’s chosen nation-state. Rocky features sacred symbols such as the flag, repeats cherished narratives about patriotic heroes such as George Washington, and affirms the basic creed that the United States is the land of opportunity. As I watched this film, I wondered: Could the use of powerful symbols from Christianity and U.S. civil religion account for the film’s mass appeal and its life-changing power?




Scholars Out to Lunch: Take One 

In pursuing this question, I turned to two areas of scholarship: film criticism and the academic study of religion. I expected to find models of how to analyze the relationship of religion and film. What I found was disappointing. Scholars engaged in prevailing modes of film criticism have had almost nothing to say about religion. And scholars who study religion have had almost nothing to say about Hollywood film. Instead of encountering an ongoing and stimulating dialogue about religion and film, I encountered silence.1


Whether influenced by Marxist, psychoanalytic, feminist, post-structuralist, or auteur theory, film critics ignore religion and the academic study of religion. Apparently, critics assume that secular values, forces, and perspectives matter more than religious ones. If this is the case, film critics are like those historians, sociologists, economists, or psychologists who, in Bryan R. Wilson’s words, “take secularization for granted. Their overwhelming tendency .., is to regard religion as a peripheral phenomenon in contemporary social organization, and one which, in their studies of the broad contours of social change, productivity, economic growth, or human psychology, they rarely find need to consider.”2 Similarly, rarely does a film critic publish an article that deals with religion.

It is almost as if the discourse of cutting-edge film criticism is designed to exclude attention to religion. The index of a recent introduction to the vocabulary of contemporary film criticism is revealing. Terms such as alienation, ideology, plenitude, and resistance appear. Six types of realism and four types of discourse are indexed. Freudian terms abound—hysteria, ego, drive, oedipal complex—as do key words from the theoretical lexicons of Lacan, Derrida, Kristeva, and Saussure. But religion is not listed; nor is myth or ritual, let alone eschatology, soteriology, or theology.3


If religion is not in the vocabulary of film scholars, it is also true that they give almost no attention to the academic field of religious studies. In an introduction to a series of books on film, Edward Buscombe and Phil Rosen declare that the field of cinema studies has been hugely enriched “in interaction with a wide variety of other disciplines.” They list “literary studies, anthropology, linguistics, history, economics and psychology.”4 They do not mention religious studies, even though this well-established, widespread discipline involves the labors of tens of thousands of professional scholars. Perhaps this is a simple oversight. Perhaps it reveals an assumption that film studies has little to learn from religious studies. Whatever the cause, it is hoped that the present collection will make such omissions less likely in the future.

It behooves students of American film to take religion more seriously, especially as historians and sociologists argue that religion, particularly varieties of fundamentalism, is increasing in importance throughout the world and will likely do so at an accelerated rate as the dawn of the new millennium approaches and passes.5 Ironically, the power of religion was recognized by many of the thinkers whose theories have influenced contemporary film criticism. Several wrote extensively  on religion (Marx, Freud, Kristeva, Derrida).6 Others advanced theories that can be reconciled with the continued powerful presence of religion in our society. Consider the theory of ideology developed by structuralist-Marxist Louis Althusser. Many film critics have appropriated Althusser’s definition of ideology as a “system (possessing its own logic and rigor) of representation (images, myths, ideas or concepts as the case may be) existing and having a historical role within a given society.”7 Ideology works, according to Althusser (quoted in Stam), through “interpellation, i.e., through the social practices and structures which ‘hail’ individuals, so as to endow them with social identity, constituting them as subjects who unthinkingly accept their role within the system of production relations.”8 Using this theory, film critics have maintained that films shape spectators as social subjects.9 There is no reason critics could not use such an approach and give direct attention to religion. They could say, for instance, that the religious images and myths represented in Rocky “hailed” Jack and made him desire to become fit. The Christian and civil religious impulses in the film shaped his social identity.




Scholars Out to Lunch: Take Two 

If film criticism has ignored religion and religious studies, religious studies has given little attention to popular film and film studies. It was not until the 1980s that the largest professional association of scholars of religion, the American Academy of Religion, included in its annual convention a forum on religion and film. A few books have appeared on the subject, including some pathbreaking ones by James Wall, John R. May, and Thomas M. Martin, but as late as 1993 Joseph Cunneen could still conclude that “serious study of religion in narrative film has been extremely limited.” Cunneen thinks the paucity of scholarship reflects not a problem among scholars but an inherent limit of the medium of film itself, its “inevitable bias toward realism.” Given this bias, it is difficult to represent the sacred in a convincing way, so an actual shortage of truly religious films results. The Hollywood production system does not help matters, Cunneen argues. Oriented toward profit and a mass audience, this system does not allow directors “to make personal movies that suggest the depth of religious mystery,” films such as those by great “artists” like Robert Bresson (Diary of a Country Priest), Carl Dreyer (The Passion of Joan of Arc), Eric Rohmer (My Night at Maud’s), and Ingmar Bergman (The Seventh Seal).10


Cunneen’s list of directors reveals an assumption common in religious studies scholarship; namely, that only a highbrow film can be truly religious. As recent books such as Religion in Film and Image and Likeness show, religion scholars gravitate toward European films or established U.S. classics. Almost no one in religious studies deigns to study a Stallone or Schwarzenegger film. A person interested in religion in popular Hollywood film will find very few interpretative models and almost no exemplary published articles. This book is designed to correct for these blind spots in religious studies and film criticism.




Religion and Film Intersect but Also Diverge 

Although the editors and authors of this volume find a good deal of religion in contemporary films, we are aware that the medium fails to express many significant aspects of human religiosity. In some key ways, religion exceeds film. For instance, the film Black Robe calls attention to the brutal way colonial Native Americans tortured some of their enemies but provides viewers with no hint of the complex spiritual motivations and narratives that shaped Indian actions and values. According to ethnohistorians, when colonial Indians tortured captives (usually adult males), it was to avenge the wrongful death of one of their kin, but more than that, it was also to free his or her soul, which was perceived to be bound in a sterile limbo until proportionate justice was exacted.11 Since the film gives viewers no real appreciation of the spiritual traditions and practices of the people it depicts, viewers will conclude incorrectly that Indians were simply sadists who enjoyed inflicting pain. Similarly, in the 1993 version of the Last of the Mohicans, there are far too many scenes of bloody combats. Set in a beautiful landscape, these acts are not situated within the context of the cultural and religious life of the Iroquois people. The film shows us battles, not visions; military campaigns, not sacred rituals; attractive Indians with the wind blowing through their long hair, not spirits circulating through all life-forms. In this film as in Black Robe, Native American religion has been inadequately represented.

If we realize that many aspects of human religiousness have not been and probably never will be represented in film, we also realize that little is to be gained by examining every film in relation to religion. In some key ways, film exceeds religion. The Police Academy movies, for instance, do not appear very promising case studies for our purposes. An interpreter might find a quasi-Christian morality encoded in these movies (the first shall be last, the last shall be first), but the yield hardly seems worth the effort, and a person advancing such an interpretation will appear humorless and driven. We have no desire to squeeze blood from turnips. Fortunately, most films fall somewhere in between those that are explicitly “religious” in theme (like Scorsese’s iconoclastic Last Temptation of Christ or Redford’s meditative A River Runs Through It) and those that have almost nothing to do with religion. It is in this large middle ground that we focus our efforts. We concentrate on films that make our job as interpreters of religion challenging but not impossible. Most of the films discussed in this book are Hollywood blockbusters, and two won the Academy Award for best picture (Rocky in 1976, Platoon in 1986). By examining religion in commercially successful films, we hope this anthology will, on the one hand, convince students of film that they should take religion seriously and, on the other, convince students of religion that they need to take popular films seriously. We all need to rethink the relations of religion and film, of religious studies and film criticism, and of religion and contemporary culture.

Ours is an interdisciplinary project. It brings religious studies and film criticism into contact with each other but, additionally, taps other fields important to  cultural studies today. Our contributors teach in departments of religious studies, philosophy, English, American studies, and communication studies. Their diverse backgrounds and perspectives enrich this collection considerably. The common focus on religion and film unifies the entire collection.

To create an even stronger sense of unity, the editors (Conrad E. Ostwalt Jr. and Joel W. Martin) have constructed an organizing framework for the book. This framework assumes that there are three distinct ways to theorize the relation of religion and film. Accordingly, we group the contributors’ chapters in three separate categories. We feel confident about the decisions we have made, but we also realize that by putting chapters together in this way, we have shaped to an extent the way any given chapter will be read. By defining the context, we influence the text’s reception. Individual authors may not agree with our argument, organization, or conclusions.

Since the editors are trained in religious studies, we have relied chiefly upon this field to guide our work and structure this book. Religious studies, it must be emphasized, is an academic discipline and is not beholden to any religious institution. Its first home is the university or college, not the church or synagogue. As with other fields in the humanities and the social sciences, it is committed to the pursuit of knowledge, not the saving of souls. What distinguishes it from other fields in the academy is the fact that religion itself represents a distinct subject matter. Religion, like literature or history or art, warrants its own academic discipline and specialized modes of study. Some scholars of religion express this claim by saying that religion is sui generis—that is, religion constitutes a domain of human activity “of its own sort.” Religion orients communities toward something or someone or some place sacred or inviolate.

Not all scholars of religion accept the idea that religion is sui generis. They fear this idea makes religion seem too remote from the rest of life. The editors of this volume interpret the phrase less absolutely. We do not think it means that religion is completely autonomous and cannot be interpreted in relation to politics, economics, psychology, or social context. Rather, we think religion is a semiautonomous domain of culture deserving serious academic study, and we contend that scholars should “press for religious explanations when presented with religious data.”12 If they want to understand a Buddhist monk, scholars of religious studies will argue that it is important to understand something about monastic traditions in general or Buddhism in particular. Similarly, if they want to understand religion in a contemporary Hollywood film, they will assume that it is important to understand the religious traditions informing the cultural context in which the film was made and viewed. Looking for religion, they will examine the film to see if traditional religious teachings or values are present, if any of the common forms of expression normally associated with religion are present, if religious symbols are being invoked, and so on.13





Three Approaches to Religion 

During the period in which the field of religious studies has been recognized as an academic discipline, it has had time to develop considerable internal diversity. We cannot pretend to introduce the many ways in which scholars approach the study of religion; we refer curious readers to more detailed surveys.14 For the purposes of this text, however, we can describe three basic approaches to religion current in the field: the theological, the mythological, and the ideological. Their conception of what constitutes religion varies greatly. Nevertheless, because all three of these approaches take religion seriously and have found a home in the academy, we feel justified in grouping them together under the rubric of religious studies. We have structured the book around these three approaches.

In their purest, “ideal” versions, these approaches diverge significantly. Theological thinkers analyze how religious texts and thinkers in various traditions, particularly Judaism and Christianity, have talked about God. Theologians try to relate these representations or teachings concerning God to modern and postmodern contexts, translating teachings about such things as the covenant, sacrifice, Incarnation, fallibility, and justice into modern philosophical categories or critiquing society in their light. Theological scholars tend to equate religion with Judaism and Christianity. Since these traditions have had a tremendous impact upon Western culture and all of its art forms, theological scholars are positioned to make many valuable insights about the modern Western art of Hollywood film.

Other scholars, often associated with the study of comparative religion, do not equate religion with monotheistic religions or with any single tradition, deity, belief, or institution. Rather, they see religion as a universal and ubiquitous human activity; they assert that religion manifests itself through cross-cultural forms, including myth, ritual, systems of purity, and gods. Myth consists of stories that provide human communities with grounding prototypes, models for life, reports of foundational realities, and dramatic presentations of fundamental values: Myth reveals a culture’s bedrock assumptions and aspirations. Ritual concentrates human attention and orchestrates action in order to sanctify time. Systems of purity enable people to deal with negativity, with things that threaten the order of their world. Finally, gods include all superior beings that humans engage religiously. Different cultures fill these forms with different contents.

As we shall see in this book, Hollywood has filled these basic forms with a tremendous variety of contents, projecting onto screens a rich diversity of myths, rituals, systems of purity, and gods for us to contemplate. Some of the projections are Christian, many are not. The luminous character of Rocky may resemble Christ in many ways, but in even more important ways we will see that he represents a distinctively American, indeed, a peculiarly white American, savior. Studying the ways Hollywood reinterprets, appropriates, invents, or rejects inherited archetypes, mythic stories, ritual acts, symbolic figures, and spiritual values will teach us a great deal about religion in the contemporary United States.

In contrast to theologians and myth critics, still other scholars interpret religion in relation to what is not religion; for example, the social structure, the unconscious, gender, and power relations. Although not reducing religion to something nonreligious, they think it is important to situate religion in its historical, social, and political contexts. They focus especially upon how religion legitimates or challenges dominant visions of the social order. In other words, they study the relation of religion and ideology. For this reason, we label them ideological critics.

These are suggestive, not exhaustive, characterizations, but they point to basic paradigms that prevail in our nation’s divinity schools and universities. By making explicit the existence of these paradigms, and by showing how each engenders a distinct type of criticism of film (theological criticism, mythological criticism, ideological criticism), we hope to contribute to the current debates concerning the definition of religion and the interpretation of religious texts and actions. More than that, by putting these paradigms into motion, by fleshing them out through the study of film, we hope to bring to the debates an unprecedented degree of concreteness and color. Films are fascinating and popular visual texts. By focusing on films, we think we have found a graphic way to explicate the major intellectual divisions in the study of religion. Finally, we argue that each of the three major types of criticism has commendable strengths but also inevitable weaknesses. All are valuable; none is perfect. This suggests that a new, fourth type of criticism is needed. Perhaps it will be a blend of theological, mythological, and ideological criticism. This book raises the question of what this type will look like; only future study and discussion will provide the answer.

The authors grouped under the heading Theological Criticism tend to equate religion with specific religious traditions (e.g., Christianity and its scriptures). The authors grouped under the heading Mythological Criticism tend to define religion more broadly in terms of universal mythic archetypes (e.g., the figure of the sky god). The authors grouped under Ideological Criticism focus on the political and social effects of religion (e.g., its ability to convince dominated people to accept or resist their lot).

Our tripartite classification system has evolved as we worked on this collection. It has also been shaped by our experiences in the classroom. Whereas our classification system is our own and we have arrived at it independently, and although it is not intended to be the definitive or ultimate typology, we note that other scholars, operating in different subfields of religious studies, have come up with similar typologies to describe how religion is studied today. For instance, William Paden identifies three ways scholars have approached the study of world religion: Christian comparativism, universalism, and rationalism. The first is confessional: It focuses upon Christianity as the true religion; in comparison, other religions seem inferior or false. In contrast, universalism finds truth in all religions; it looks for deep commonalities beneath surface differences. Rationalism represents a third distinctive approach: It is reductionistic and says all religions are equally invalid, all are inferior ways of knowing the world, and all will eventually be replaced by  rationalistic thought. Paden thinks each of these perspectives has limits and problems. Christian comparativism is ethnocentric, universalism levels important differences, and rationalism does not take religion seriously on its own terms.15


In a strikingly similar way, Catherine Albanese in America: Religions and Religion , identifies three major ways scholars of U.S. religion have defined religion. “Substantive definitions of religion focus on the inner core, essence, or nature of religion.” Such definitions “tend to emphasize a relationship with a higher being or beings.” This way of defining religion is favored by theologians. “Formal definitions of religion look for typically religious forms gleaned from the comparative study of religions and find the presence of religion where such forms can be identified,” even if there is no reference to a higher being. Religious forms highlighted by Albanese include myths, rituals, moral codes, and communities. Formal definitions tend to be favored by historians of religion and scholars of myth engaged in cross-cultural study. In contrast, “functional definitions of religion emphasize the effects of religion in actual life.” They stress the ways religion helps people “deal with the ills, insecurities, and catastrophes of living.” Functional definitions tend to be favored by social scientists.16


Substantive, formal, functional; Christian comparativism, universalism, rationalism; theological, mythological, ideological. Although our typology does not exactly parallel those of Paden and Albanese, these similarities across the subfields of religious studies convince us that our classification system is not arbitrary or artificial. Although we employ our tripartite system only to explore the relation of religion and film, it could be useful in the broader study of religion and culture. Indeed, we are tempted to think that this classification system makes a theoretical contribution to the field of religious studies. It may provide a useful means of interpreting our culture’s running dialogue with religious values, themes, archetypes, and narratives. It could enable us to examine this dialogue from three critical perspectives. It definitely helps us to analyze some of the key ways religion and film are related.




Three Types of Criticism 

Theological criticism draws upon an incredibly rich tradition of ethical reflection and exegetical commentary. When Larry Grimes considers the meaning of resurrection in relation to Psycho; when Ted Estess explores how Ironweed‘s humble characters experience a redemptive mystery; when Avent Beck shows how the Christian narrative informs the plot of Platoon; when Conrad Ostwalt examines how the apocalypse is imagined in current films, they are not writing in a void but are engaging questions that have been asked by many generations of Christian scholars. It is little wonder that in this section of the book we encounter elegant, soul-searching writing. Among other things, these authors’ criticism reveals that many contemporary films engage traditional religious themes. Their criticism helps us to realize that our popular culture, even though it may present itself as  thoroughly secular, continues to wrestle with Christian claims, symbols, and expectations.

For this and other insights, we need theological criticism. As Larry Grimes argues, some things in films simply make much more sense if interpreted through traditional Christian theology. However, if the theological approach makes an irreplaceable contribution, it is also true that we need additional approaches to religion and film. Theological critics are most at home in talking about religion in its Christian or Jewish forms. Their first impulse is to link modern cultural expressions to scriptural antecedents. When they examine films, theological critics inevitably focus on films that feature Christ figures and that deal with classic theological themes such as the existence of evil and the nature of God. Such specificity characterizes the chapters in a book such as Religion in Film and Image and Likeness . Concerning the latter a reviewer wrote, “The reader is left uneasy with the way in which the stories of the films—including Citizen Kane, 2001: A Space Odyssey, The Wizard of Oz, Casablanca, and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest—are meshed with the stories of the Jewish and Christian scriptures.”17 Theological criticism is important, even essential in cultures strongly shaped by Christianity and Judaism, but it is not sufficient. It defines religion too narrowly and tends toward ethnocentrism. If we want to understand the relation of religion and film, we will need to employ nontheological approaches as well.

A more inclusive, cross-cultural understanding of religion is exemplified in the works of scholars of comparative mythology. As Mircea Eliade, Joseph Campbell, and others have argued, religion can be defined in a nontheological manner as the quest of humanity for contact with the sacred. Such a definition leads myth critics to search for religion in all cultures, in art and architecture, in dreams, in all symbolic activities, and especially in mythic narratives—stories that reveal the foundational values of a culture. Employing an expansive definition of religion, myth critics find much to analyze in popular film. Eliade recognized the fertile relationship between myth and film: “A whole volume could well be written on the myths of modern man, on the mythologies camouflaged in the plays he enjoys, in the books that he reads. The cinema, that ‘dream factory,’ takes over and employs countless mythical motifs—the fight between hero and monster, initiatory combats and ordeals, paradigmatic figures and images (the maiden, the hero, the paradisal landscape, hell, and so on).”18


Eliade’s contemporary Joseph Campbell not only observed the connection between myth and film; his work on myth informed the making of Hollywood films. Campbell summarized what he felt was the basic plot of all hero stories: “The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: separation-initiation-return. ... A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons  on his fellow man.”19 This plot was appropriated by director George Lucas, who credited Campbell as the inspiration for Lucas’s Star Wars trilogy.

Part 2 focuses on films that reinterpret myths to make them vital for contemporary viewers. Andrew Gordon employs Joseph Campbell’s description of the monomyth to show that Luke Skywalker in Star Wars follows the classic pattern of the mythic hero. Caron Ellis, influenced by Eliade’s willingness to see the sacred beyond Christianity, finds beneficent power in the sky. Specifically, Ellis argues that the friendly aliens that come to earth in science-fiction films serve to alleviate our anxieties regarding nuclear proliferation and global pollution. Meanwhile, in the films Alien and Aliens Janice Rushing identifies the reemergence of the earth goddess as a vital cultural power. Drawing on Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious, Rushing identifies the earth goddess as a transcultural archetype, a primordial image of profound importance to humanity. It does not matter if such a figure has a biblical prototype. The earth goddess is older and more primordial than the Bible, than Christianity, than all organized religions. She symbolizes a kind of spiritual power with which we must come to terms if we are to live fully human lives. If she is appearing now in our cultural myths and on the screens of our movie theaters as a monstrous fury, it means we need to change the way we relate to both feminine power and nature.

Myth criticism employs a much broader definition of religion than does theological criticism. This enables myth critics to perceive religion when a theological critic might miss it or deny its presence altogether. For all of its breadth and vitality, however, myth criticism has some limits. If it is adept at identifying the presence of non-Christian, mythic powers in film, myth criticism does a much less satisfactory job of showing how these powers relate to the kinds of mundane power social scientists and historians analyze. In short, sky gods and earth goddesses tend to be treated as ahistorical archetypes the human unconscious throws up in response to existential challenges. Myth critics focus on our psychological quest for meaning but tend to ignore the way meaning is always politicized and historicized. Not surprisingly, Campbell, Eliade, and Jung have been attacked on political grounds.20


To appreciate how myths affect society, we need another type of criticism. Ideological criticism, in contrast to myth criticism, focuses primarily upon the political effects of cultural expressions; the quest for meaning is secondary, and the relationship to a traditional religious figure or theme is even less relevant. Ideological critics tend to be historicists. This means they think culture and art do not transcend politics but shape and are shaped by politics, and they consider claims that symbols and archetypes are transcultural or timeless to be naive and incorrect. Ideological critics want to know how a specific cultural expression reinforces or undermines the structure of power relations in a given society at a particular time, not how such an expression fulfills a universal human need for meaning. Ideological critics study the relationship of religion and society. Thus, when Joel W. Martin examines the film Rocky, he is not primarily concerned about  seeing if the film’s hero acts like a Christ figure (which Rocky does) or understanding how the film provides mythic meaning for its audience (which it does). Rather than treating the film primarily as a theological or mythic text, he interprets it as a political and social text that employs religion for ideological ends. The film, in this reading, blames African Americans for real social problems experienced by working-class people who are not African American. It turns religious symbols and mythic meanings toward concrete political and social ends. In a different vein, Elizabeth McLemore, in her treatment of Blue Velvet, shows how this postmodern film subverts interpretative schemes that presuppose fixed, archetypal meanings. Whereas some critics would like to see Blue Velvet as an allegorical battle of good and evil, McLemore thinks the film does not allow such a simple interpretation. Finally, when Irena Makarushka views Nine and a Half Weeks, she is not concerned first with showing how the film mediates theological or mythic meaning to viewers but, rather, with tracing how the film reveals the political and social effects of religious images on young women. She argues that gender relations have been defined in relation to female archetypes (Eve, Mary) created by male desire. She is concerned with the effects these archetypes have on women and asks if women’s experience can be reclaimed and named by women. She finds some intriguing answers in the film.

Race, class, gender, and the postmodern are a few of the central interpretative categories for ideological critics. Without question, they can be used to shed considerable light on most Hollywood films and on the form of film itself. However, if critics rely too exclusively on these categories, they may overemphasize only one dimension of religion and ignore or distort others. Some ideological critics focus so tightly on politics that they end up treating religion simplistically. Because they have forgotten the complexity of religion and its relative autonomy as a domain of culture, these critics cannot properly be said to be practicing religious studies. Such is the case with ideological critics such as Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner.

In their recent book, Camera Politica: The Politics and Ideology of Contemporary Hollywood Film, Ryan and Kellner do not even define religion, although they refer to it many times. Influenced by Marxist criticism but lacking Marx’s rich vision regarding the contradictory impact of religion on society, they assume that religion can only be the opiate of the people, a mystifying set of symbols and ideas that always promotes individualism and conservatism. In their view, religion is always regressive.21


Even with such a limited perspective, Ryan and Kellner produce some valuable insights regarding religion and popular films. For instance, Saturday Night Fever (1977), in their view, provided the white working class with visions of transcendence from their historical and economic situation. In the movie, temporary escape from working-class drudgery is as easy as immersing oneself in the world of disco. Permanent escape can be obtained by crossing the bridge into Manhattan. Such a vision captivated viewers and seduced them into believing again in the American Dream. Ryan and Kellner would much prefer that Americans perceive  the ways in which gross social inequities and differential income levels are integral parts of a capitalist, sexist, racist system. They want viewers to be skeptical of visions of transcendence.22


All this is well and good, except it sounds the only note Ryan and Kellner know how to play regarding religion. Although they are willing to grant that films can be politically self-contradictory, they do not explore the complexity of religion, its ability to reinforce the worst injustices, and its prophetic ability to move people into the street to resist injustices (e.g., the U.S. civil rights movement, the antishah marches in Iran, the People Power movement in the Phillipines). In their view, religion is a fixed, known, stable force not requiring interpretation or deconstruction. In fact, it is a much more complex phenomenon. Not only can it serve contradictory ideological purposes, it can also affect human beings on multiple levels and in manifold ways. To do justice to this multidimensional phenomenon, we need to rely not just on ideological criticism—which focuses exclusively on the political dimension—but also on theological and mythological perspectives. Although not as sensitive to the political effects of religion, these approaches are at least “bold enough to take the things of the spirit spiritually.”23


As we study the relation of religion and film, we need to learn how to tap the strengths of theological criticism, mythological criticism, and ideological criticism while recognizing their respective weaknesses. Each type of criticism is necessary; none alone is sufficient. This book makes these points clearly in the way it is structured. Each type is given its due in a tripartite structure. Whereas such a structure is the best one possible at the present moment—a kind of federal system involving three branches that check and balance each other—we can imagine a future synthesis of these types of criticism. Such a synthesis will be a criticism deeply grounded in generations of thought about the sacred, broadly open to the diverse ways in which the sacred manifests itself, and acutely sensitive to the political and social effects of religious and mythological texts.

Such criticism, as yet unnamed, may emerge. Indeed, we can catch glimpses of it in this book when our critics show an awareness of the limits of the various approaches they employ. So although it is true that our theological critics focus on classic Christian themes, it is also true that they know religion encompasses mythological traditions beyond Christianity and that religious stories can serve ideological ends. Our mythological critics may emphasize the archetypal qualities of the gods and goddesses they examine, but they also suggest that these sacred beings tell us something about our political situation, the fear of nuclear weapons, and our desire for a new relationship with nature. Finally, whereas our ideological critics are very concerned with the way race, class, and gender are represented, they are also sensitive to the ways in which sacred traditions—Christian and otherwise—shape these representations. This book, then, can serve as a model both of types of criticism as they are practiced today and for criticism as it may be practiced tomorrow.





PART ONE

THEOLOGICAL CRITICISM


And the cathedral, where congregations gather to see the great illuminated stories in glass, to watch the ritual performances on the stage of the altar, to follow, through the calendar, the great epic of Christianity with its heroes, its villains, its disputes and digressions, its strange character parts, its compelling story-line, can be seen as the cinema of the pre-celluloid era.1




This is Melvyn Bragg’s description of “cinema” before the advent of film in his book The Seventh Seal. What is refreshing about his statement is the way it reverses the normal trajectory of criticism, which typically moves from spiritually oriented past to secularized present and tries to find traces of the former in the latter. Bragg sees art and religion as always linked, each relying on the other to find expression and purpose. For him a cathedral is the site of something akin to cinematic experience, and the reverse is true as well. A film participates in the construction of an overarching religious sensibility and perspective on ultimate matters, a theology. Ingmar Bergman affirmed this: “Thus if I am asked what I would like the general purpose of my films to be, I would reply that I want to be one of the artists in the cathedral on the great plain. I want to make a dragon’s head, an angel, a devil—or perhaps a saint—out of stone. It does not matter which; it is the sense of satisfaction which counts. Regardless of whether I believe or not, whether I am a Christian or not, I would play my part in the collective building of the cathedral.” 2


Theological criticism studies the “cathedrals” being built in the cinema, the ways in which films express classic religious concerns, sensibilities, and themes. Theological criticism helps us identify the dragon’s heads, angels, devils, and saints of a celluloid era. The basic assumption behind theological criticism is that certain films can be properly understood, or can be best understood, as an elaboration  on or the questioning of a particular religious tradition, text, or theme. Thus, underlying certain films there must be some basic moral, ethical, or theological position upon which the meaning of the film depends. Theological criticism hinges upon the notion that the critic, director, screenplay writer, or some other creative force behind the film develops a certain theological agenda or concept, and the distinctive goal of the theological critic is to uncover that concept.

Theological criticism draws upon traditional theological concepts such as good and evil, redemption, grace, hope, and salvific potentiality. The theological critic will choose these concepts as the window to understanding the film’s intent, even if it means discounting other dimensions of the film. Even in films that are strongly charged ideologically, for a theological critic religious concepts and symbols will hold the key for understanding the real meaning. For example, Places in the Heart, set in the segregated South, explores racial tension, gender subordination, and prejudice in society. However, the film takes on a whole different light with the surprising ending, which portrays black and white, the living and the dead, sharing a meal. The vision of the kingdom of heaven catches the viewer completely off guard and forces a reexamination of the film’s events from a theological angle. The Fisher King, set in contemporary New York, dramatizes the impossible gulf between the rich dwelling in high-rise heavens and the homeless poor hidden away in subterranean hells. Nevertheless, class conflict is not the primary story for a theological critic but is merely the background for an exploration of the experiences of forgiveness and grace that liberate the two lead characters (Jeff Bridges, Robin Williams) and free them from the demons that haunt them. In both cases, it is the religious dimension of the films that will attract the theological critic’s attention, not the social and political meanings conveyed. In other words, when identifying traditional religious meaning is the major goal of the film critic, theological criticism is taking place.

Another way to recognize theological criticism is through its reliance on allegorical interpretations that find in film traces of a familiar religious story and worldview. Allegorical interpretation has long been a favorite of Christian commentators. Originating as a “strategy for assimilating the Old Testament to the New, for rewriting the Jewish textual and cultural heritage in a form usable for Gentiles,” allegorical interpretation is “grounded in the conception of history itself as God’s book, which we study and gloss for signs of the prophetic message the Author [God] is supposed to have inscribed within it.” Thinking that God had caused history to happen in a way that always pointed to Christ, Christians reinterpreted the Hebrew Bible in light of the New Testament. Thus, when they read about Israel’s bondage in Egypt, some Christian commentators understood it as a true historical occurrence and also as a representation of the descent of Christ into hell after his death on the cross. As Fredric Jameson concludes, “Allegory is here the opening up of the text to multiple meanings, to successive rewritings and overwritings which are generated as so many levels and as so many supplementary interpretations.”3


Given its historic importance among Christian interpreters, it is not surprising that some contemporary critics employ the allegorical standard to view film. Unfortunately, this is sometimes taken to ridiculous extremes when critics, focusing on the didactic function of film, look for “Christ figures” around every corner in order to impart Christian teaching. “Rewriting” virtually every film in terms of the Christ story or as a battle between good and evil, they dilute and undermine the power of this interpretative standard. Nevertheless, if we resist the idea that every Hollywood hero is Christlike and that every villain is the beast of the apocalypse, many films incorporate Christian symbolism and call for allegorical interpretation. It is hard to ignore the references to Christ in films such as Cool Hand Luke, One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Rocky, and E.T. In Part 1 of the book, Avent Childress Beck’s chapter, “The Christian Allegorical Structure of Platoon,” provides a good example of how the allegorical interpretative standard can be used to provide additional insight to a film. Dripping with references to Elijah, Christ, and the beast from the Book of Revelation, Platoon begs for allegorical interpretation.

Regardless of whether allegory is the basic standard for criticism, if one approaches a film from a theological perspective it is not enough to show that the film recapitulates or borrows figures or symbols that resemble those of an established religious tradition. To do that alone would merely locate religion elsewhere, outside the film; it might imply that the religious meaning of the film is available only to those who know the religious texts and traditions. A truly theological approach, in contrast, will show how the film communicates religious meanings, even to those viewers unfamiliar with specific religious texts and traditions. Theological critics should show us how films function theologically; that is, encourage viewers to ask ultimate questions. This is precisely what the authors represented in this section of the book do. They argue that films such as Psycho, Apocalypse Now, Ironweed, and Platoon stimulate viewers—even those who know little about Christianity—to think about profound religious themes such as the finality of death, the possibility of resurrection, the end of time, the experience of grace, and the meaning of sacrifice.

Whereas each author employs a distinct method and style to tease out the religious meaning, it is worth noting that with little distortion, various approaches could be fused into a fairly unified or systematic method for interpreting religion and film. The method strongly resembles that developed by some literary critics who study religion and literature. After all, films are stories, and they share characteristics with fiction. Could we be witnessing the birth of a new subfield of religious studies? This subfield focuses on a distinct aspect of culture but uses methods developed by literary scholars. This possibility warrants fuller development, if for no other reason than because film and literary critics share the ability to choose how to interpret texts or films.

Literary critics such as Frank Kermode, Robert Scholes, Robert Kellogg, and Wesley Kort have stressed the religious power of literature by examining the elements  of narrative or storytelling: atmosphere, character, plot, and tone.4 Of particular importance to this study is the theory of Kort regarding religion and narrative. In Narrative Elements and Religious Meaning, Kort discusses how the four basic elements of storytelling (atmosphere, character, plot, and tone) can lend any particular narrative a religious quality by mediating an encounter with “otherness” —that which is beyond the known world of experience. In most religions, the encounter with otherness transforms a person’s life by giving new and expanded meaning, altering one’s perception of reality, and instilling a more profound belief. The encounter with otherness is the goal of the religious quest, the transformed life its desired effect. Kort argues that an encounter with otherness is mediated in literature by the four basic elements of narrative. Atmosphere describes the limits of life within an imagined world. Because atmosphere constitutes “the range of possibilities [and] the borders of human influence” for the fictional world, it points to that which is beyond human control, that which is other.5


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/joel_9780813346489_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
SCRECNING THE
(ACRED

Religion,"Myth,
and Ideology
in Popular

American Filin

edited by
Foel W. Martin and
Conrad E. Ostwalk, fr.





OEBPS/joel_9780813346489_oeb_001_r1.jpg
SCREENING
THE SACRED

Religion, Myth, and Ideology
in Popular American Film

EDITED BY
JOEL W. MARTIN

Franklin and Marshall College

CONRAD E. OSTWALT JR.

Appalachian State University





