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Foreword

Candida R. Moss


Then we came to a place whose walls seemed to be constructed of light . . . .

And the elders said to us: “Go and play.”

—Passion of Perpetua and Felicity 12 



I’ve never played with a Barbie doll, but I have toyed with Perpetua. And if any early Christian heroine were destined to be cast in molded plastic, Perpetua would be the leading contender. For her, heaven and salvation are characterized by play. In one vision, her unbaptized brother Dinocrates, previously trapped in a shadowy and thirst-ridden afterlife, is liberated by her prayers—and begins “to play as children do.” In another, Perpetua herself passes through the gates of heaven and is welcomed by a chorus of elders who command her to “Go and play.” In her beatific vision, paradise is a realm of curiosity, imagination, and joyful recreation. Improbably lithe female figurines, delicately sculpted in terracotta and bereft of genitalia, have been excavated from ancient Carthage.1 It isn’t difficult to imagine that, were we to take inventory of Perpetua’s celestial toy box, we might find a Barbie nestled among the heavenly playthings.

When Barbie first pirouetted onto the cultural stage in 1959, she did so in high heels and a strapless bathing suit, bearing the weight of a thousand fantasies and an equal number of anxieties. She has been lauded, reviled, remade, mocked, and reimagined more times than any one doll or cultural commentator should have to endure. But in Greta Gerwig’s 2023 Barbie film, she did something truly unexpected: she became a theologian. Or rather, she invited the rest of us to think theologically—about play, death, embodiment, power, and the precarious plasticity of human identity. This collection is the result of a group of scholars who took up that invitation with sincerity, irreverence, incisive observations, and nostalgia.

This volume is not merely an academic response to a film. It is, like the movie itself, an exercise in serious play. That phrase may sound oxymoronic to the uninitiated, but as the Dutch historian John Huizinga observed in his magisterial 
Homo Ludens, “Play cannot be denied.”2 Play insists upon itself. The theologians, biblical scholars, and cultural critics gathered in this book have resisted the tired instinct to roll their eyes at pop culture and instead brought their formidable intellects and astute reflections on our society and field to bear on Barbie’s pink convertible and all the metaphysical baggage in its trunk.

What emerges is more than an interpretation of a movie; it is an exploration of how culture is made, how stories mold us, and how the sacred is often hiding in plain sight—in toy aisles, in light conversation, and yes, in dream houses. This book insists that theology is not confined to pulpits and pews or buried in footnotes, but that it also rollerblades down Malibu boardwalks and runs headlong into existential crises when it loses its high-heeled footing.

The chapters in this volume traverse an astonishing range of disciplines and themes. We move from ancient teraphim to the Judean Pillar Figurines that ancient children may have cradled in their hands, making playthings out of what adults saw as ritual objects. We are invited to see Barbie as a theological text—indeed, a site of revelation. In her uncanny perfection, her existential discontent, and her journey toward embodied mortality, Barbie becomes a figure who echoes ancient stories of creation, exile, incarnation, and redemption.

Several chapters read Barbie through the lens of biblical texts—Genesis, Ruth, Esther, Ezekiel, and the Gospels. The doll comes alive, quite literally, and in doing so invites comparisons to the humans molded from dust or clay in the biblical imagination. When Barbie asks, “Do you ever think about dying?” she opens the door to three millennia of theological reflection on finitude, purpose, and the fate of the soul. And in the choice to become human—flawed, fragile, mortal—she reenacts the arc of salvation history as told through Christian theology.

Others take on the cultural, political, and psychological implications of the film: its commentary on patriarchy, whiteness, capitalism, and corporate power. These are not distractions from theological reflection—they are fertile ground for self-reflection. As the eighth-century prophets knew well, theology without a critique of power is just branding. In this light, the film’s pink-and-plastic gloss becomes both a stage and a strategy, a way of coaxing us to lower our defenses long enough to consider the things that truly matter: identity, meaning, community, and justice.

What I find most compelling about this volume is its commitment to theology as public conversation. It takes seriously the idea that theology should not only be about culture but in culture. Theological analysis should speak with, not just about, the people and practices that animate our world. It honors Barbie as a cultural artifact and as a site of interpretive richness, recognizing that for many people, especially women, dolls are among their first teachers in ritual, narrative, aspiration, and failure. The Barbie of this work is not a shallow idol of hot pink consumerism; she is a contested site of identity formation, and a conversation partner in matters of death, God, and desire.

So much of academic life is structured around a denial of the importance of play. We write as if we are being assessed (and we often are), and we evaluate one another according to metrics that leave little room for wonder or surprise. This book resists these pressures. It is a joyful, rigorous, at times vulnerable, glitter-streaked act of intellectual courage. If Barbie has taught us anything, it is that the boxes we are placed in—whether literal, professional, or theological—are not our final homes. They are just the packaging. What matters is what we do when we step out of them, flat-footed and full of questions.


Notes


	1 See discussion in Adriano Orsingher and Aurora Rivera-Hernández, “Play and Ritual at Carthage. Some Remarks on a Terracotta Doll,” Rivista di Studi Fenici 49 (2021): 79–95.

	2 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, trans. R. F. C. Hull (London: Routledge, 2008; orig. pub. 1938), 3.






Introduction

Christopher B. Hays and Meghan R. Henning


This book began when two Bible scholars on opposite sides of the country walked into a theater and were completely surprised to find serious theological and philosophical themes in a movie about a doll. After connecting over social media, we began texting one another in earnest, and quickly began talking about inviting our other friends to play: biblical scholars, theologians, and psychologists. We didn’t have anything big planned, just a giant blowout party with planned choreography and bespoke scholarship.

Just a few months later, we gathered in Pasadena, and we continued to be amazed that our colleagues and friends had all found different substantive points of contact with Barbie and had taken the assignment in so many different directions. We did not set out to write a book, but the seriousness of the movie and the scholarship that our friends produced in response to it caught us completely off guard. At our playful conference, we learned that play is not unserious, but exactly the opposite: play is important and productive and sometimes very serious. This book is about the productive play that occurred in antiquity, occurs today, and the value of scholarship that is play-focused and playful.

Play is in our human DNA. Children and adults have a natural impulse to play, and it offers opportunities for cultural, philosophical, and theological reflection. The books and toys that surround us throughout our childhoods and into our adult lives shape the way we think and live. They affect our dreams and goals. We may make them act out our stories, but they also shape the stories we tell. They take us to other lands and create imaginary universes that sometimes bump up against the Real World in both productive and uncomfortable ways.

The Barbie movie is framed as an opportunity for adult moviegoers to contemplate the history of human play, specifically play with Barbie dolls, in an intentionally playful way. As viewers take in Barbie Land, they are made to feel as though they are joining a pretend play session in progress, weaving together ideals, fantasies, and scripted emotional conflicts, with inflexible and brightly colored cardboard and plastic sets. 

The play of the movie invites deep reflection in a non-threatening way, raising historical, theological, and anthropological questions within the first 15 minutes of the film. For example, Is motherhood “fun”? Do you ever think about dying? And what would a matriarchy look like? These philosophical questions are all explicitly asked of the audience even before viewers encounter the fundamental conflict of the film that is posed by stereotypical Barbie’s flat feet.

This book brings together scholars from theology, film studies, psychology, and related disciplines to discuss the Barbie movie as an interpretation of culture, and as a cultural phenomenon in its own right. In what ways have its portrayals of femininity and masculinity touched nerves in the culture that are revealing? What perspectives and needs is it surfacing that scholars and leaders of various kinds ought to pay attention to? The chapters that follow analyze the cultural impact of the movie on its own terms, critically engaging its explicit attempts to offer social critiques of capitalism, patriarchy, ableism, and racism. The scholars in this volume come from a range of disciplinary perspectives, and identify various ways in which the movie engages dominant cultural narratives—resisting, rewriting, retelling, and accommodating the stories we tell as a society about race, gender, sex, economics, beauty, death, the nature of God, and human embodiment.

But the movie is not simply the object of discussion in this volume; Barbie also offers new insights and fresh readings of texts across various disciplines. In this way, the movie opens up a new set of conversations, inviting readers into fresh readings of play and storytelling in the Bible and theology. Many of the explorations here, in the spirit of the movie, invite readers to join in serious play. It behooves academics to take pop culture seriously, because for large numbers of people it is the only culture they really know. How many viewers of Barbie could tell us anything about Trinitarian theology, the history of feminism, best psychological practices, or economic theory? Yet the movie conjures up and discusses all these issues in brief but witty ways. Our engagement with the film is not only for the sake of understanding what it has already done, but also for how we might incorporate it into our ongoing work of teaching and scholarship.

The film is intentionally crafted as a rich multivalent text. When asked to cut particular scenes that had artistic merit or conveyed specific meaning, Gerwig objected vociferously.1 The film’s layered imagery, historical and cultural references, and social critique became a siren call for interpreters. As all of the scholars in this volume show, the critical interpretation of this mediated text inspired creative avenues for thinking about biblical texts and theology, and today’s world. 

The first part of the book brings Barbie into conversation with the Hebrew Bible and its ancient Near Eastern context.

Hanne Løland Levinson explores the representation of Ruth Handler, Barbie’s creator, and her relationship to her creation. The movie itself provokes viewers to imagine God as an elderly woman and cancer survivor, prompting Løland Levinson to ask how this compares to other imaginative portraits of God in the Bible. Exploring the images of the divine in Gen. 1-3 and Ezekiel, this chapter reflects on how the representations of gender, sickness, and disability impact our understanding of God and our relationship to God.

Collin Cornell was also inspired to interpret Barbie and Genesis alongside one another. Cornell invites us to think about Barbie as a film that explores the boundaries of what it means to be human through dolls that come alive. Beginning from the story of the teraphim in Genesis 31, he moves on to show that humankind in Genesis 1 and Joseph in Gen. 37-50 can also be understood as stories of dolls who















Note


	1 Zack Scharf, “Greta Gerwig Refused to Cut a ‘Barbie’ Scene That’s the ‘Heart of the Movie,’ Told Execs: ‘If I Cut That, I Don’t Know Why I’m Making This Film’,” Variety, July 23, 2025, https://variety.com/2023/film/news/barbie-cut-scene-greta-gerwig-refused-remove-old-woman-bench-scene-1235676474/.
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