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INTRODUCTION

Periodically—and with what can by now be considered the appropriate
fanfare, hype, and controversy—America receives a new cinematic ver-
sion of the Jesus story. Between the 1920s and the early years of the twen-
tieth century, there were at least six major Hollywood film productions
of the story, to say nothing of a television miniseries. What is surprising
is not that there are so many film adaptations of the same story, but that
the versions are so different, and that they tell us as much or more about
the state of our contemporary culture as they do about universal or eter-
nal truths. What should we make of the vision of Jesus resurrected over
an industrialized America, manifestly not located in the Palestine of the
first century of the Common Era? Or of a Jesus taking leave of the cross
for an imagined series of marriages to three women before returning to
the Crucifixion? How can we explain the varieties of representations of
Jesus, his disciples, his betrayer, his temptations, and his mission, unless
we are willing to recognize the cultural conflicts that have led America to
mix the mission of Christ, the mission of Christianity, and the mission of
the United States in the world? As an American audience, we are always
trying to work out, in viewing these films, our relationship with the Cin-
ematic Savior and our relationship to his particular form of salvation.
On Ash Wednesday, February 25, 2004, Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the
Christ opened in the thick of another great controversy. On the one side,
a collection of scholars and critics, some of whom had seen the script,
some of whom had seen the film, some of whom had seen both, and some
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of whom had seen neither, warned of its anti-Semitic potential. On the
other side, religious leaders, scholars, and churchmen claimed it to be
an authentic, historical, and inspiring dramatization of the Gospel nar-
ratives. It was released in over 2,000 theatres: a major production from
a mainstream Hollywood actor and director with Academy Awards under
his belt.

Similarly, in 1927, Cecil B. DeMille released the first mainstream
Hollywood version of the Passion of Jesus, King of Kings. Consider the
parallels between these two movies. Both focused on the last days of
Jesus, although DeMille set his within the slightly broader context
of the ministry of Jesus. The movement from the Last Supper to the
Ascension takes up the second half of his movie; in Gibson’s, we see
only the events that span from the Garden of Gethsemane to the Resur-
rection. Both claimed authenticity and historicity and were directed by
men who were well-established Hollywood insiders. Both men are on
record as saying that their film was an act of their own faith commit-
ment. Both garnered opposition from religious groups for anti-Semitism.
Both claimed a pious set. The very act of movie production, according
to each director, became almost a worship experience. Both were hailed
by supporters for having produced an important movie at a time of moral
and national crises of faith.

These are the obvious parallels. Less obvious is the fact that both mov-
ies were produced at critical junctures of American history. King of Kings
was released at the height of American industrialization, as the Jazz Age
was in full swing, and just two years prior to the collapse of Wall Street.
The Passion of the Christ arrived four years into a new millennium, at what
was arguably the height of American power to date. It was also released
2 1/2 years after the World Trade Center attack of 9/11. In the last frames
of King of Kings Jesus appears resurrected over America, the Christian
light of all nations leading forward into an industrialized world. In the last
frames of The Passion of the Christ, he strides forth from the tomb to the
strains of martial music, as an America perfected by suffering. What do
these parallels and differences mean?

Jesus in mainstream Hollywood film is a Cinematic Savior created in
an American image. That is, he can be seen both as America and as the
Savior of America, for on film he serves as the projection of America’s
self-image. If he is tempted in The Last Temptation of Christ, then it is the
temptation of America. If he triumphs to resurrection over the peaceful
landscape of the American West in The Greatest Story Ever Told, then it
is the mythic triumph of America over its bloody past and its ascension
to a new spirituality.
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Despite repeated claims of authenticity, this Cinematic Savior is not
bound by traditional images of Jesus, but is primarily a creation of and
contributor to a visual tradition representing America to itself. Holly-
wood film, which is quintessentially American film, constitutes its own
religious culture. It produces its own images, its own story lines, and its
own expressions, which refer to the history of American film on the one
side and the history of American culture on the other. While it may be
the case that, from time to time, church institutions and canonical or
legendary Christian texts have exercised an enlivening influence on these
representations of Jesus, their traditions are not primary within the films
themselves. Rather a special repertoire of plots, characterizations, settings,
music, and cinematic techniques, developed in American film, become
the prime means of expression in these artistic works and make up the
language of imagery in which they are presented. The Cinematic Savior
is the American filmic Christ. He tells us who we are and where we are
going. Therefore, each new release of a mainstream Hollywood film about
Jesus becomes a battlefront for America’s culture wars.

Of course, the culture wars didn’t yet appear to exist on the hot Kentucky
night when my parents took me to a drive-in to see The Ten Command-
ments. Drive-ins were family entertainment in the late 1950s. [ was about
five years old, and they thought I would go to sleep in the back seat of
the Chevy so they could enjoy the movie. Much to my parents’ surprise,
I stayed awake through the whole epic. I watched, fascinated, while the
characters I had been told about in Sunday school became as real as the
Lone Ranger and Superman. And afterwards, | never thought of Moses
without thinking of Charlton Heston parting the waters of the Red Sea
while the chariots of Yul Brenner bore down upon him.

I continued to enjoy biblical and religious films throughout my life.
Ben-Hur and The Greatest Story Ever Told were released when I was in
grade school. I wasn’t allowed to see The Greatest Story Ever Told because
Jesus’ face was shown on screen and my parents thought it would unduly
influence my own developing conception of Jesus. The album and stage
productions of Jesus Christ Superstar galvanized theological discussions
with my friends in high school.

Nevertheless, when I began teaching “The New Testament” and “Jesus
and the Gospels” at Hamilton College in New York State, [ was surprised
at how much and how fast I would be learning. When Martin Scorsese
released The Last Temptation of Christ in 1988, it created a major buzz
among my students. They wanted to know if the movie was accurate, pos-
sible, or fictional. Eight years of graduate education had not prepared me
for what the average college student brings to the study of Jesus. Those
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of my students who prided themselves on having ignored their religious
upbringing still possessed firm opinions about who Jesus was and what his
life meant. But most of what [ heard came from the movies, not the Bible.
Even those students who came from biblically informed backgrounds pos-
sessed similar opinions. My students believed in a Cinematic Savior.

Where, [ wondered, had I been? How has Hollywood replaced the
church as the producer of Jesus’ image in our imaginations and our faith?
Unlike the church, Hollywood is not bound to canonical traditions of
who Jesus is or where he is leading. Instead, this Christ can be refashioned
in direct response to the current artistic and market situations. He exists
as one great mythological character alongside a whole pantheon of other
Hollywood heroes. As the character with whom America identifies itself,
he bears incredible persuasive weight, a fact appreciated by Hollywood
from DeMille onward. Therefore, by looking at “Jesus” in film, we can gain
insight into what the Cinematic Savior can teach us about what is distinc-
tive in American culture. We can trace the changes in America’s religion,
theology, and, most importantly, self-concept by a careful analysis of the
Hollywood Jesus movies. As Hollywood regularly shows us its continu-
ally variable Cinematic Savior, it presents to us a renewable American
Christ. Since in one way or another Hollywood produces or influences
visual representation in an overwhelming amount of television and mov-
ies worldwide, the American religious culture of film is fast becoming a
world culture. Our mythology dominates the global market.

People take sides on these movies. The Cinematic Savior and his con-
tinuing development show that the image of Jesus bears witness to who
we are and where we are going. This image can no longer be controlled
by official religion in the form of the church (as if it ever could). At the
crossroads of the millennium, claims are being made on all sides as to the
“true” or the “historical” or the “coming” Jesus. But as he continues to
change, we need to understand better why and how his story remains so
important to us.

Perhaps chastened by exposure to a generation of students who had
already formed an image of the Cinematic Savior by the time they arrived
on campus, | began to incorporate the study of film representations of
Jesus into my courses. I'm glad I did, for I have continued to learn much
from the films and from the students, and have been fascinated by the way
in which the genre of the Jesus film has developed over time.

The following chapters are a result of that study and seek to explain how
Jesus, as a specifically Cinematic Savior, has changed from DeMille’s King
of Kings to Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ in order to bring the American
Christ into clear relief. The Passion of the Christ, far from presenting
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a brand new and now definitive Jesus, uses the whole history of Holly-
wood film to produce its Cinematic Savior and present us with a new
American Christ. | have chosen to trace the influences on The Passion of
the Christ almost exclusively from the five major Hollywood productions
of Jesus movies that precede it: King of Kings (1927), King of Kings (1961),
The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965), Jesus Christ Superstar (1973), and The
Last Temptation of Christ (1989).

[ have diverged from this trajectory at only two points. First, [ will be
examining the significance of Jesus of Nazareth, the first television minise-
ries, which appeared in 1976—after Jesus Christ Superstar and before The
Last Temptation of Christ. Its influence on the American Christ and on
subsequent Cinematic Saviors, including The Passion of the Christ, was so
important that it requires a careful analysis. We should keep in mind that
Franco Zeffirelli, the director of Jesus of Nazareth, also directed Gibson
in Hamlet. After this first divergence, and in order to understand the
characterization of Jesus as an American action hero in The Passion of
the Christ, I look at the hybridization of elements of the Jesus story with
conventional American heroes in other genres in Chapter 7: “How Jesus
Got a Gun.”

Earlier analyses of Jesus movies have chosen to center on their plot
and dialogue as primary bearers of meaning and theology. Most previ-
ous interpreters also look at these movies through comparison with the
canonical Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, and with church
teaching. While I have learned much from such studies (please see the list
in “Works Consulted”) this is not the approach taken here.

Unlike text, film conveys its meaning by direct visual representation.
The perspective of the camera is the only perspective provided the viewer.
Unlike stage productions, where an individual’s seat in a theatre may
change his or her view of the action, in a two-dimensional movie we have
only one view. This means that film is, on the one hand, highly visual,
flat, and controlling. On the other hand, film prompts our imagination
through its sounds and images, and possible interpretations are multiplied
as compared to reading texts. Moreover the film experience is sequential
and cumulative. Many of the visual impressions we receive are subliminal
and/or residual. The symbolic weight of the visual is heavy although no
direct interpretation of the symbols is given in the film to the viewer. So,
how shall we understand it when in King of Kings (1927) the temple
curtain is split in two, the insignia of the menorah bursts into flame,
and we see a cross of light ascending skyward? Why are Herod Antipas,
Herodias, and Salome represented as Arabs in King of Kings (1961)?
When The Passion of the Christ shows us a brutal scourging of Jesus for
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12 minutes on screen, what are we to make of the eroticization of the
violence thus depicted?

Rather than historical authenticity, or the real Christ, what is at stake
for these movies is America’s sense of itself—its ideals, its theology,
its mythology, and its salvation. We must remember that King of Kings
(1927) ends with Christ ascending over a peaceful, productive, industrial
cityscape. He is the future of America. The Passion of the Christ ends with
the action hero Christ who, having suffered sadistic torture on screen,
strides triumphantly from the tomb. What do these Christs and all those
in between say about America?

Certain motifs emerge and are repeated in the filmic vocabulary of the
Cinematic Savior. Mary Magdalene poses the temptation of sex to Jesus;
Judas, Satan, and Jewish officials manifest the problems of wealth, avarice,
and greed; foreign imperialism is linked with sadism in Roman officials;
and often the ethnic identification implied by the casting of Jesus, the dis-
ciple band, and others keys the audience in to a certain preferred identity
in America. The geography provided by location and camera technique
frequently creates a mythic American landscape where Jesus undergoes
temptation, suffering, and triumph. A major bridge to this landscape is
the musical score of each film. All of these elements interact in a given
film to provide the audience with a clear picture of their contemporary
America and of the Savior who will deliver them, but who is also one
with them.

In this book we establish a new way of looking at Jesus films. Previous
discussions of Jesus in film have been dominated by one form or another
of adaptation theory, that is, by the question of how a particular film con-
forms to, expresses, or changes the traditional view of Jesus as represented
in the four canonical Gospels and in church traditions. I am more inter-
ested in film’s power to describe the changing religious culture of main-
stream America.

While I do not ignore the notion of the director as an “auteur,” I think
it is also important to recognize that these films have been created in
a smaller culture (usually associated with Hollywood) and then moved to
a broader culture (American audiences). I want to expose for the reader
the latent elements that the audience might experience but not quite be
able to name.

[ have found inspiration for this approach in Peter Fraser’s Images of
the Passion: The Sacramental Mode in Film, and Gerald Forshey’s American
Religious and Biblical Spectaculars. Although these works do not trace the
Hollywood Jesus movie as a genre in itself, both authors describe film as
a religiously laden culture in its own right. In addition, Stephen Prothero’s
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American Jesus: How the Son of God Became a National Icon was a signifi-
cant catalyst for my own thinking. His book provides the cultural history
into which the Cinematic Savior may be fitted.!

All of the major films discussed in this work are now available on video-
cassette and/or DVD, as are the considerable number of other movies more
briefly referred to in the book. This is a fascinating circumstance, unfore-
seeable at the time when the earliest of the Jesus films were released, and it
makes me reflect on the current moment. In the past a film appeared once
in major release in movie theatres. For most audience members repeated
showings would not be available except for second runs at some theatres
and drive-ins. Now, to the contrary, these movies are truly “icons” in the
traditional religious sense of the term. They are repeatedly available in
the home as objects of study, edification, and for some, something akin
to worship. The power of the Cinematic Savior has become a part of the
eternal media stream generated by Hollywood. This makes careful analy-
sis and understanding all the more important in our times, beset as they
are by a variety of appeals to the icon of Jesus.

[ invite readers, therefore, to make use of the current opportunities
to view the films themselves as they follow the argument of the ensu-
ing chapters. The films and the text may play off against each other in
unforeseeable ways and inspire the reader/viewer to reflect on the chang-
ing meanings of the Jesus story in the Hollywood films of the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries and the changing culture in which we locate
ourselves as Americans.



