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Cinema-Going as Religious Practice

The Habit of Cinema-Going

A visit to the cinema is not simply a visit to see a film. For the most
regular cinema-goers (‘I go every Friday or Saturday night) a
cinema visit may be a part of their ‘life structure’, along with
working, eating, sleeping, shopping and relating to family and
friends. Such a pattern of living may not be articulated as such, and
may not be as neat as a person might wish, but it will exist in some
form. As a major component (binding commitment) in a person’s
life, then, cinema-going is functioning as a religious practice for
some. The regular, rhythmic habit of cinema-visiting contributes to
the shaping of concrete living.

A second potentially religious aspect of the cinema-going habit is
the acknowledgement of a need for rest and relaxation. It is not at
all puzzling that religions receive a bad press for being killjoys,
because very often they have been. Versions of Christianity
throughout its history have been negative about dancing, card-
playing and the theatre, for example. It is puzzling in the extreme,
however, that religions have not been able to turn their respect for
the need for relaxation into an appropriate lens through which to
‘read’ the world of entertainment. When people go to the cinema,
whatever else they are doing, they go to enjoy themselves. Only
those employed to be film critics, or to lecture or write on something
to do with films, watch films for a job. Most people go for fun, to
enjoy an alternative to the world of work; to ‘escape’ whatever fills
much of their time. Like most contemporary entertainment, the
practice of cinema-going functions as a form of ‘sabbath rest’ for
people who need a break.! Whatever else films may do to and for

' Deriving from the Jewish Sabbath tradition, ‘Sabbath’ being the seventh
day of the week, on which no work was to be done. Adopted in a variety of
forms by Christian groups (most of whom, from earliest Christian times.
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@molmu 1t 1s not primarily for education, moral uplift, or spiritual
nourishment that people are cinema-goers. The quest mwn relaxation
may get .ﬂm.smHma up with all sorts of other desires: to be scared
excited, titillated, or simply to have somewhere to go with a mlmsau
But most are going to enjoy themselves. .
Large numbers of cinema-goers (most?) go with friends.>
.Eosa.,\oﬁ. whether people arrive in groups or individually émﬁnr.-
inga E.B. in a cinema is a shared experience. Owsmam-mom:mwm there-
fore religion-like in being an experience enjoyed in the company of
others. Excellent films can keep people enthralled even in 3Mmo
mOn.Bv S?ﬁ Emﬁo.rma on a standard-sized television in a living room
,H.Em experience is happening even more since the arrival of ,roam
cinema’ technology packages. Even s0, large-screen cinemas and
cinema theatres create a different kind of experience again.’ You
may not know who you are sitting next .
m_:onw. or surprise, and shed tears are infectious in a large group. As
Martin Scorsese has commented: *... I can ... see great &Bzmwmmm
between a church and a movie-house. Both are places for people to
come together and share a common experience’.* ’
Afourth religion-type feature of the cinema is related to architec-
ture. A number of contemporary buildings vie for the right to be
termed ‘today’s cathedrals’, Shopping centres and multiplexes are
high on the list.® Multiplexes attached to shopping centres are

to, but laughter, gasps of

_ .
(continued) in two distinct directions: either accentuating the prohibi-
tion aspect, or encouraging the opportunity for recreation. Here I am
stressing Q.:w latter, and in effect drawing on a ‘Sabbath principle’ withi

human living, without claiming any association with a @mnan_wmn da Mm
the week. I do, however, note that a weekly cinema-going habit é%sE

2 . .
The exception to this may be the late afternoon/early evening times in

large cities évms individuals are found watching a film between work and

home, sometimes as a ‘chilling out’ time. In some respects, cinema has

moawmwm here taken over a function more recently occupied m ' TV

EWH ,E.MEM .MWm:mmo:\hMﬁmBncmm\mzﬁ” Towards a Religious N\\mmcm.:a\ of

> N Literature an

* Scorsese made the RBWM@M Mmo%wm MMnMHowwrm.r lem.

c . : is TV/video documentary The
.QS,SW %\ Cinema: A Personal Journey 1996; cited opposite the frontis-

m»MMM Mmﬁmw\ﬁwmw_w M:M%&anwmm&.r meoQ&o:m in H\wmcwo%e and Film.

dia, ggest. Ironically, medieval and modern
cathedrals are recovering a clear sense of identity and purpose in the

present, not least through being places which can bring together people

from very differ ; :
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their snirifiialite im salaci o o 1« + & WQOWHNHUF—ON— region to mN@_OHQ

SLUFLETILURTRI VIR 80 INTHIR UMD L vty -~

mamcmvv their ‘chapels’, whether or not they actually have a
chapel.” As ‘cathedrals’ in their own right, multiplexes offer their
own form of communion. They bring people together from far and
wide, but dispense a common food.” They offer a wide choice of
side-chapels (small theatres) alongside one or two main sanctuaries
(large screens). They have trading posts in addition to the popcorn
dispenser, where icons (posters of film stars) and ‘texts’ (biogra-
phies of saints/stars, videos, DVDs, screenplays) may be bought.®
The parallel between a multiplex and a cathedral may appear to
break down, of course, when the precise meaning of ‘cathedral’ is
explored: a multiplex contains no throne (‘cathedra’) for anyone
like a bishop. But I am not so sure. The identification of ‘cathedral-
like’ structures in today’s world merely demands the parallel identi-
fication of whose voice is being deemed authoritative in Western
culture. When the malls and multiplexes become the cultural equiv-
alent of cathedrals, who is sitting on the throne? Critics of the whole
exercise I am undertaking might cry ‘Mammon’ in both cases, as a
way of observing the consumerist society in which we live. Again,
though, things are not so simple. If cinemas and multiplexes in any
sense participate in religion-like activity in Western culture, then
film directors, (and producers, editors, and screenplay writers) or
the film critics who shape our patterns of film-consumption may be
functioning more authoritatively or at least more influentially than
bishops. Such an observation highlights both the complexity and
fragmentation of patterns of authority in a post-Christendom
culture.
Attending a cinema ‘religiously’, then, i.e. as a regular, binding
commitment, brings the cinema-goer into a range of practices

* (continued) buildings which function in the way that cathedrals once
did in the medieval period are certainly shopping malls. This is not meant
to imply, of course, that cathedrals were built for a commercial purpose;
they obviously were not. But they did function as centres at which com-
mercial transactions took place. Tam most grateful to Geoff Sharpe for dis-
cussion on this point.

¢ As shopping centres sometimes do. Even if they do not have chapels, they
increasingly have chaplains.

" R. Butler in ‘A Night at the Pictures in 1994, in Independent on Sunday,
16 December 1994 wrote: ‘... (P)opcorn, Coke, hot dogs, ice-cream.
They’re the heart of the multiplex business ... The concessions stand runs
right round the gleaming central tower ... The tower is to the foyer what
the altar is to a cathedral’; cited in C. Marsh, ‘Did You Say “Grace”?:
Eating in Community in Babette’s Feast’, in Marsh and Ortiz (eds.),
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however, important to identify ways in which any of these pastimes
may be doing more than merely bringing people together for a
common purpose, or keeping people entertained. I am thus usin

filmasa case study, both because [am a participant ([ama anamm.
goer and .EB-QERFQ and also know something about religion
MHOWB the Emmmm.r and because film-watching more than some omrnm
similar activities helps me ‘get at’ the issues in which I am especially

interested. To put it bluntly: I could have used sport as my case

wwcmv\u vcﬂ some nm the parallels with religion seem more stretched
than with film. Film also seems to provide, as ensuing chapters will

WEWQ clear, mo.mEn.r more compelling and wide-ranging evidence of
aving a religion-like function.

Cinema-Going as Religi : .
. glon, or as Substitute for Rel
(and is there any difference?) r Religion

I'am suggesting that cinema-going functions as an alternative to. or
a HomEo.nEmE for, traditional religious activity. My no:nt
ﬂ.rocmru 1s to examine the way in which it does not simply fill in ﬁrm
time left by the absence of religion, but actually enables film-
watchers to participate in the business of religion. This is the line of
thought adopted by John Lyden in his recent Film as Religion.™*
I @m: begin this section by examining Lyden’s approach mvmmo.mm
gong on to clarify, through dialogue with a recent autobio-
mﬂ%r.ﬁ.& work by the British journalist John Walsh, the definition
MM Hmrm_ﬁwm ,&9 S.Enr I am working. What, in mrouﬂr is the point
o Mmmwmm_.v ering film-watching and cinema-going as religious
John Lyden’s case rests on two basic convictions. First, he con-
tends that ‘there is no absolute distinction between Ho:mwoz and
oﬂvmn. aspects of culture’. We have a tendency, he notes, ‘to label
certain sorts of activities as “religious” chiefly because mrmw\ fall into
Wwﬁ.mmmlmoﬂww M<M MMnomEmM from mwr%o:m with s;.:mr we are mmm.zm-
ance of respecting film as a religious/theological
resource we need a looser definition of religion, and a more flexible
way of c:m.mmmﬂms&zm how culture and cultures work. Lyden’s
second conviction is that interpreters of film, theology and culture
must respect what films are actually doing in Western society toda
Influenced by film critics such as Martin Barker Lyden is keen No
develop an approach which will make sense of m_uam as watched b
average film-goers. Though interpretative skill and Homzow

14 .
T. Tvden Filss ae Rolicima. Mol 2a_ . .1 T .
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analytical methods may be used in examining a film’s content,
Lyden’s view is that no particular skills should be needed to recog-
nise real or hidden filmic meanings. The fact is, Lyden suggests, that
films are already functioning religiously, i.c. are offering inspiring

‘and thought-provoking images and worldviews, in relation to

which film-goers are exploring and constructing their approaches
to living. It is because of this that Lyden develops the religion-film
dialogue as an ‘inter-religious dialogue’, an approach I shall come
back to in chapter 6. Lyden has thus latched onto a basic feature of
contemporary Western culture. Without devaluing religion, or
buying into the secularisation thesis, he is both respecting the de
facto function of film, and calling for a re-examination of what
being religious means. It is intriguing that his approach finds echoes
amongst some in the world of film studies.'®
So far so good. But Lyden is an ally for me as I'seek to develop my
own position. Though critical of some approaches to the theology/
religion-film dialogue, Lyden remains sympathetic to religious and
theological interests. If he notes that some re-thinking is needed on
the religion/theology-film scene, he is not claiming that the cinema
is replacing religion. He wants to treat film ‘as religion’ simply in
order to get it taken seriously in the world of religious and theologi-
cal studies within which he moves. :
With John Walsh, a British journalist, things are rather different.
In Are You Talking To Me: A Life Through the Movies (2003),
Walsh does not theorise very much about the relationship between
religion and the cinema. His humorous and stimulating autobio-
graphical account of his early life is offered as a simple demonstra-
tion of the fact that films now provide the narratives through which
people discover themselves and make choices about how to live.
Religion for Walsh means the Roman Catholic Church, and his life-
story supplies evidence of the church’s loss of grip upon him, as
films helped him make more sense of the life he was living.
The power of cinema for Walsh is clear:

1 grew up mesmerised by the movies. My relationship with the Big
Screen was more heady, more intense, more hungrily passionate than
my civilised involvement with books, my light flirtations with theatre,
my patronising kiss on the forehead of television. Watching films in the
dark never seemed to me a passive activity. It was more like visiting a
shrine, going to a great dark church for prolonged communion and
prayer, even if the only prayers were that Clint Eastwood should waste
the bad guys in A Fistful of Dollars, or that Julie Christie should find

1L — . e e € - N B - e . n oo Lt Ml AL RAA
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respect for rest, participation in shared experience and recognition
of a ‘holy place’ - I am recognising the importance of a cognitive
framework which acknowledges respect for a transcendent reality

Am I, then, trying to claim that all film-goers are implicit Hrnmmﬁmv.
No, Hrm:.” would be absurd. I am, however, asserting at the ocﬁmmw
three things with respect to this working definition. First, more
mmo.@_o who watch films are theists of a kind than care to waswﬁ it. It
is m:ﬁua\ that they have not done enough thinking about Oom.m:
nm_m.Eo: to a living tradition of God-talk to bring their feelings

beliefs and thought into some sort of coherent shape. By the end 0m
the book I shall have shown that any exploration of the question of
transcendental order is a theological enquiry, and that engagement
in God-talk cannot but be existentially and socially useful. Second

.ﬁrm way that films often work gets people doing something which wmu
identifiably theological. It is, in other words, not possible to be
Bo<m.m to the core of one’s being, or to ask questions about ultimate
meaning and value without raising theological questions. Third, the
fact Emn such a process of thinking and believing is evoked wm the
practices of cinema-going and film-watching is culturally &mim-
cant. If the churches are not getting theology discussed in the public
arena, then this is a cause of sadness. The theology/religion-film dia-
Fm:m is, however, not a strategy for getting theology discussed pub-
licly via the backdoor. It is a response to the fact that this is where
nrmo_om.ﬂnm_ discussion — sometimes explicit, sometimes inchoate — is
rm@@gEm.m:nm&s This book is thus part of the attempt to high-
rmrﬁ. what is actually going on, and why the religious and theologi-
cal nterpretations of the practices of cinema-going and film-
watching are important not just for the identifiably religious.

And What Will Happen to Religion?

If cinema-going and film watching are to be viewed in any sense as
religious practices, where does this leave religion as more tradition-
ally understood? This question can only be addressed directly at the
end o.m the enquiry. In this opening chapter I must, however, supply
a vmm_n. framework within which I approach the @comao:.m can do
this with reference to two concepts to which I shall return in
Ormwﬁ.ﬁ 6: tradition and spirituality. My suggestion that film-
watching and cinema-going will not ultimately prove to be satisfac-
tory substitutes for religion cannot alter the fact that religion has to
re-find itself in the West. |

Walsh’s “autobiography through film’ is an intriguing example
of how he has :mm.a films to locate a set of narratives within which to

supposedly secular age of this same need to ‘find a tradition’. The

popularity of The Lord of the Rings both as a book and as a series of

films is surely due to the fact that it supplies a whole mythology in
relation to which readers and viewers can undertake some funda-
mental reflection on human living. Whether or not it is indeed to be
read as a re-presentation of Christianity is not at issue here. It func-
tions as a tradition-supplying resource. Cinema is thus one of the
contemporary channels which supplies narratives for people to ‘live
within’. By enabling film-goers both to find a tradition and to
develop the habit of constantly interacting with the narratives they
live within, the habit of cinema-going sharpens a contemporary
question: whether religions actually achieve in the present what
they claim.” Perhaps religions have largely stopped achieving what
they have in the past. If cinemas fulfil ‘religious’ functions so
strongly today, have religions lost their way? Or is the claim that
cinemas have largely taken the place of churches, synagogues,
temples and mosques in the West proof that metaphysics is dead,
and that most people in the West are simply keeping themselves
entertained in preparation for forthcoming oblivion? If religions
claim to have better stories, more fulfilling practices, and more
truth, then where is the evidence?

A second challenge issued by the religious functioning of film
concerns spirituality. The term ‘spirituality’ is widely used in the
contemporary West (‘I have a spirituality but I am not religious’). It
is being used in at least three senses: to denote a religious faith; to
refer more generally to the inner life; to signify a way in which
people structure their lives. In referring to the term I must simply
acknowledge the ambiguity at this point. Whether or not people
consider themselves religious, they still have the task of structuring
their lives, and adopting and rejecting particular moral values and
philosophical outlooks. They must still decide whether there is an
‘inner life’ or not. The vast growth of the yoga ‘industry’ in the
West, the expansion of the ‘Mind, Body, Spirit’ sections in chain
bookstores and the evident ‘devotion’ to fitness regimes which large
numbers of people now follow confirm that it is in the midst of these
explorations where contemporary religiosity has been relocated for
many. Reservations about organised religion are not reflected in a
neglect of spirituality in this life-enhancing, life-structuring, health-
seeking sense. It will, then, be at least in this realm of contemporary
experience that the important cultural/religious function of film
and the cinema will need to be explored: where spirituality persists,
even whilst religions apparently wane.
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