TRTR 5003 / 6002 – Religion in Film

1.
Introduction 

There can be little doubt that religion has played a major part in cinema and film. When moving images began to be developed, religious themes dominated such as The Passion (1897), Walking on the Water (1899), The Passion Play of Oberammergau (1898) and Soldiers of Christ (1900). Even recently we find that some films have explicitly religious themes, such as The Passion of the Christ (2004), Dogma (1999) and Bruce Almighty (2003), while others explore religious ideas and tend to offer a disparaging view of organized religion such as Stigmata (1999), End of Days (1999) and The Da Vinci Code (2006). Alongside these, apparently non-religious films, such as Edward Scissorhands (1990), Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) and Pleasantville (1998) have all been analysed for theological content.
The importance of the image in contemporary society can hardly be denied, either its power in advertising or its dominance in leisure time (through television as well as cinema). This hints at an important point that should be kept in mind as we explore the nature of the relationship between religion and film, namely that film’s primary purpose is to entertain. It has not always been so; the early cinema played an important educative or informative role, but this has largely given way to other media. This gives rise to Neil Postman’s celebrated critique of a culture dominated by visual imagery which he accused of ‘Amusing Ourselves to Death’.
Having made that reminder, it is worth considering how the subject of religion and film emerged. Historically it can be separated into three sections.

First, we see the response of the church and other religious organizations to the cinema as an ethically corrupt and corrupting force. Evidence from as early as 1913 suggests that some were concerned that the cinema was promoting poor morality. This was stronger in the USA and gave rise to the formation of the Catholic Legion of Decency in the 1920s. It is important to recognize that this criticism had implications for the way in which a film was understood. Its ‘meaning’ was to be found in its plot, characterization, scene selection and so on.

A more positive approach was developed during the late 1960s largely for two reasons. First, existentialism had given priority to questions of human existence and film was seen to give voice to the concerns of the age. Second, radical theologies associated with the names of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Paul Tillich had relocated ‘God’ from the apparently sacred realm of the church to the secular realm of the world. The cinema and film were seen to be one place where God may be found (in the sense of the answer to ultimate questions of existence) and this gave rise to the abandoning of the moral high ground.

This radical theology tended to conflate anthropological questions with theological ones, or even to replace the latter with the former. Anthropological questions, such as the origin, purpose and destiny of humankind, came to replace theological questions (regarding the existence, nature and purpose of God). Film was seen to be one place where these questions were given voice usually in a context where the ‘religious principle’ was at work where ‘people will identify negatively with forms of evil and villainy and positively with sacrifice, suffering and selfless forms of love.’ (Neil Hurley, quoted in May (ed.), New Image of Religious Film, p.25). Some commentators, such as Margaret Miles, have suggested that this was the time when the cinema took the place of organized religion because it was the location of popular exploration into existential questions.
Much of the work on religion and film tends to emphasize a careful and intellectual analysis of a particular film. It concerns how people might interpret what they see (often placed alongside an interpretation of what the director intended). While some have seen this as following a similar pattern to that of literary studies where books and poetry are not simply read but studied, it remains important to remember that people watch films primarily to be entertained. While they may gain insight into the age’s (and their own) existential angst, they almost certainly do not attend the cinema in order to discover the source and extent of that angst.

In summary:
1. Theology and film developed out of an initial concern about morality. It was later influenced by existentialism and ‘secular’ theologies.

2. Theologians of film, such as Neil Hurley, James Wall, Carl Skrade and John Cooper, based their analyses on how film apparently deals with the ‘anthropological questions’. This requires that film be treated as a serious object of study requiring the mental faculties to analyse and evaluate its contribution according to other criteria already known to the mind.

3. Subsequent commentators have, to some extent or another, built on these early claims about both the religious nature of the cinema and the religious impact which film may have on its viewers.
4. This raises a serious question. Do the debates about theology and film, or religion and film, in its dependence on such analyses, in fact cease to treat film as film?
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