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    Foreword
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      As a filmmaker, why have I invested so much time in teaching? I love the creative process, writing scripts, capturing sacred moments with a camera on location. Yet there is also a creative alchemy in the classroom. Students take what we proffer and transform it into something more. Their creative responses to our courses are profound and encouraging gifts, taking theories forward, adapting them to new contexts.

      Richard Goodwin has done the reading, honored his sources, and earned his PhD. Yet Seeing Is Believing arrives as something new—a more immersive theology of film from down under.

      This doctoral thesis also reveals all Goodwin gleaned from Robert K. Johnston’s formative work in Reel Spirituality (2000), Useless Beauty (2004), and God’s Wider Presence (2014). Like Goodwin, I’ve internalized my mentor’s teaching on Psalm 19 and the wisdom in Ecclesiastes so completely that the lines between Johnston’s thinking and my research blur.

      Seeing Is Believing connects Hollywood’s cinematic visions to the dreams of Jacob at Bethel (Gen 28). Goodwin invites us to reflect on and interpret our prior experience with new eyes. He’s that sharp student awakening the teacher or filmmaker to what we were trying to say. That’s a gift that the best artists, prophets, and professors offer—clarifying lenses.

      Goodwin corrects his predecessors’ tendencies toward “reading” a film. Instead, he focuses our attention on images, emotions, and the body—affect as revelation. My own thesis at Fuller Theological Seminary, supervised by Rob Johnston, focused on audience reception—how reviewers on the Internet Movie Database responded to film.1 Kutter Callaway’s doctoral work, also overseen by Johnston, listened carefully to film scores.2 In highlighting an extended shot in Silent Light or a musical montage in Magnolia, Goodwin underlines the importance of film style. He brings David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson’s foundational contributions to film studies into theology and film.3

      This book treats cinematography as text. It moves from the carefully modulated Word in Ordet to the spontaneous Image (like a lens flare) in Silent Light. We pause in wonder and awe before the monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey and consider Rudolf Otto’s notions of the numinous. That same mystery animates sci-fi epics like Arrival, Blade Runner 2049, and Dune. Story is subsumed within set design. Such evocative spaces make us want to return to the place, like Jacob going back to Bethel in Genesis 35. Goodwin brings us back to canonized classics in theology and film with new frames.

      I’m so intrigued by Goodwin’s concluding questions. Are some stylistic cinematic choices more inherently spiritual? How do the camera movements and lighting schemes in Ordet encourage divine encounters? If the crosscut editing in Magnolia can underscore our interconnectedness, does the splicing in a Michael Bay film separate us from our fellow filmgoers? Can the right polyphonic score express the spiritual bonding that occurs in communion? Perhaps the breaking of narrative conventions in The Tree of Life makes us more open to the Spirit. These are important questions in an era of abundant images saturated with sounds. Style communicates far more than subtext. While the future of filmgoing is in flux, the future of theology and film looks bright thanks to the illumination provided in Seeing Is Believing.
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Introduction
It wasn’t just that the movie was emotional; it felt somehow spiritual. “Somehow,” because at the time I wasn’t sure how to interpret the experience of seeing Magnolia (Paul Thomas Anderson, 1999) for the first time, much less describe it. Indeed, what surprised me most about the experience was how something so seemingly meaningful, loaded with apparent significance, could defy articulation. Seeing this movie was meaningful, yes . . . but what did it mean? Any so-called message from the film I could identify seemed entirely beside the point. Its power wasn’t just in the message. When I was an undergraduate majoring in media studies, it was just one of dozens of worthy films assigned for viewing, yet the experience of watching this movie lodged itself more firmly in my memory than most. I was profoundly moved by Magnolia in ways that involved affect, yet transcended it too.
Many films have moved me since, and occasionally I’ve had experiences similar to that memorable first viewing of Magnolia. I’m not the only one either. C. S. Lewis had comparable experiences in response to literature, the hills near his childhood home, and even his brother’s miniature “sand saucer” garden (though not, as far as I’m aware, movies).1 Reflecting on these, Lewis wrote, “Until religion comes and retrospectively transforms [numinous experience], it usually appears to the subject to be a special form of aesthetic experience.”2 That’s true, I think, of how I initially understood my Magnolia moment. It wasn’t until years later, having read and eventually studied under theologian Robert K. Johnston, that I came to interpret these as more than “a special form of aesthetic experience”—I came to see them as moments of divine revelation.3 Johnston gave me the words to make sense of my experience. I thus became convinced that, watching Magnolia for the first time, I had had “an encounter with the sacred itself, with that which lies beyond the natural but which gives meaning to it . . . an experience of God, with the divine who is outside of and independent of the world, even if known from within the world.”4 What had initially befuddled me I came eventually to construe as divine revelation.
Others, of course, have had similar film-viewing experiences, whether they describe them as divine revelation or not. Theologian Kutter Callaway recalls an agnostic woman who attended his church-based film discussion group in the hope of making sense of a recurring dream in which a mysterious voice called to her. After their discussion of Stranger Than Fiction (Marc Forster, 2006), in which the anonymous voice narrating the protagonist’s life was likened to God, the woman enthused that “now I know who it is that has been speaking to me all this time.”5 Filmmaker Justin Wells describes in a Facebook post an apparently revelatory experience occasioned by seeing The Shape of Water (Guillermo del Toro, 2017):
The Shape of Water comprises one of the most profound experiences I’ve had in cinema. . . . [It] was a very emotional experience for me. I thought I was sitting down to a nice escapist fantasy/sci-fi film. Little did I know it would stick its finger right into my soul. . . . I think if anyone ever asks me why I am not an atheist, I’ll just tell them to watch that film.6

As a result of seeing The Keys of the Kingdom (John M. Stahl, 1944), a longtime atheist ceased trying to outrun “the Still Small Voice [of God] which never gave up” and instead surrendered in faith to that voice.7 Despite his atheism, one lapsed Catholic cites 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968) as a film capable of eliciting “feeling for . . . a life force or a spirit of man” that he describes as “somewhat of a religious experience.”8 To her surprise, one Christian woman, for whom the arts and nature often mediate “glorious transcendence,” was profoundly touched by Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Steven Spielberg, 1977). She recalls, “I was speechless throughout . . . Spielberg must be a visionary—promoting to us a concept of the power of God in a form easily recognizable to us in modern media—i.e. the film and UFOs.”9 Another Christian woman recalls being inwardly prompted against her better judgment to see Richard III (Laurence Olivier, 1955), her response to which was that she “felt that Something, Somewhere KNEW WHAT IT WAS DOING.”10
Not all such experiences are uniformly positive. A young agnostic reports being so terrified by The Picture of Dorian Gray (Albert Lewin, 1945) and the image of the eponymous portrait, that as a last resort, “I prayed to the Being that I had rejected to help me; I said the Lord’s prayer, the only one I could remember. Immediately [sic] a quiet peace stole over me, I just can’t explain it.”11 As a young man, filmmaker Paul Verhoeven had a terrifying experience of the numinous while watching King Kong (Merian C. Cooper, Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1933).12 New York Times columnist Ross Douthat writes that Verhoeven’s “experience actively propelled him away from anything metaphysical; the raw carnality of his most famous films, he suggested later, was an attempt to keep the numinous and destabilizing at bay.”13 These experiences vary in content, valence, affect, impact, and interpretation. But all are instances in which cinema seems to mediate an encounter with or experience of something, or indeed someone, beyond the immanent plane of ordinary material existence.
As I became increasingly interested in the field of theology and film, I was struck by how many people claimed religious, even revelatory, experiences while watching Magnolia. I wasn’t alone. In both published writings and personal conversations, Magnolia was regularly identified as a film worthy of theological engagement.14 Other movies, too, are regularly cited for their apparent capacity to prompt revelatory experience. This has since led me to wonder, if certain films elicit claims of religious experience more frequently than others, what is it about those films that draws such a response?
REVELATION, EMOTION, AND FILM IMAGES
The central argument. One possible answer to this question would be to say that the subject matter of such films is explicitly religious. And, yes, it’s true that many films noted for their spiritual power contain religious subject matter. But that’s not always the case. Some quite ostensibly “secular” films seem capable of prompting this type of experience. For every Silence (Martin Scorsese, 2016)15 or Of Gods and Men (Xavier Beauvois, 2010)16 there is a Bicycle Thieves (Vittorio De Sica, 1948)17 or indeed Magnolia. So the answer can’t be that religious experience is contingent only on a movie’s subject matter.
What, then, are the stylistic features of these films? This is an interesting question in part because it aims to identify a correlation between film form and revelation. But such an undertaking is also potentially problematic. Why? Because God’s agency has primacy in revelation, and therefore the relationship can’t be causative. In other words, no film—nor indeed any other thing except God—can cause revelation. Whatever we say on the matter, we mustn’t compromise divine agency. In what way, therefore, can these formal components—and images in particular will be a focus of this book—be said to be conducive to revelatory experience while still preserving the essential primacy of God’s agency? This is the question at the heart of my investigation.
Here, in a nutshell, is what I intend to argue in this book: though God is indeed the primary agent of revelation, certain visual and other stylistic features may invite affective responses that guide viewers to those aspects of reality through which God reveals Godself. Through the artful use of imagery, these movies may usher viewers into a state of heightened awareness of the divine (irrespective of the director’s intentions). That means we can identify elements of a film that, though not themselves able to cause revelation, may nevertheless put some viewers in a state of greater receptivity to God. When it comes to film-mediated revelation, form matters.
Why revelation? This project is comprised of three core components: revelation, emotion, and film images.18 It may be personal experience that has fostered my interest in revelation, but I’m confident I’m not alone here. For some, a trip to the movies may be little more than entertainment, but for others, cinema may also be deeply meaningful, even spiritually meaningful. While there is some value in textual analyses that locate the religious meaning of a film in the film itself without much thought given to the audience, I’m mostly interested in movies that really do seem to occasion these sorts of experiences for some viewers. A film that illustrates religious truth may offer food for thought, but a film that occasions what could be interpreted as divine encounter? That leaves a mark. Simply put, this book focuses on revelation, because it is what I find most theologically compelling about cinema—more so than other strategies like the presence of Christ figures, cinematic treatments of biblical stories, or explicit theological themes (though, of course, a film containing these may still occasion revelation).
But such an undertaking poses profound challenges. Studying revelation brings with it significant ambiguities. Revelation isn’t something that can be demonstrated empirically. William James, the pioneering psychologist and philosopher of religious experience, once said,
There are moments of sentimental and mystical experience . . . that carry an enormous sense of inner authority and illumination with them when they come. But they come seldom, and they do not come to everyone; and the rest of life makes either no connection with them, or tends to contradict them more than it confirms them. Some persons follow more the voice of the moment in these cases, some prefer to be guided by the average results.19

In other words, the same data can be variously interpreted. The same experience can be either embraced as a true insight into the nature of reality or dismissed as an anomaly. I’m inclined toward the former response, but others could equally view such experiences as illusory. While this study is not empirical, it is, I hope, sensitive to experience.
Another ambiguity of revelation rests in the fact that it’s difficult to establish from written responses to films whether or not viewers even claim revelatory experience. Lay viewers who post film reviews on websites like Internet Movie Database (IMDb) and Rotten Tomatoes, for example, often reach for religious terminology to describe the viewing experience, yet this language may lack precision, making it unclear whether or not they believe the experience to be revelatory.
With this in mind, the study will involve three key steps. First, I’ll examine how revelation has been understood in theological tradition. Second, I’ll select a number of films that seem frequently to elicit religious experiences and examine the stylistic elements of these films, with a particular focus on images. Third, I’ll consider the degree to which these films and their concomitant responses align with what has been said about revelation in theological tradition. Though undertaking this process will still not finally allow definitive claims, it will nevertheless permit us to establish a degree of plausibility regarding the claim that particular films can become the occasion for personal encounter with God and so of revelation.
Why emotion? In Alexander Payne’s “14e arrondissement,” the final section of the anthology film Paris, je t’aime (Bruno Podalydès et al., 2006), a rube-ish, middle-aged American tourist, Carol (Margo Martindale), relates an experience she had while sightseeing around Paris. In her broken French, the lonely woman recounts the highlights of her tour around the City of Love, which culminates in a memorable lunch in a park. Sitting on a park bench, Carol is suddenly struck by the scene around her—children playing on a playground, lovers kissing on the grass, a nearby woman waiting for her companion, elderly singles and couples on adjacent benches—and is overcome with a powerful feeling.
As the camera tracks forward, Carol’s backlit face comes to occupy most of the frame, giving special prominence to her facial expression, while also intensifying our empathy with her. She describes the singular experience for her French class in voiceover narration (translated into English subtitles):
Then something happened, something difficult to describe. Sitting there, alone in a foreign country, far from my job and everyone I know, a feeling came over me. It was like remembering something I’d never known before or had always been waiting for, but I didn’t know what. Maybe it was something I’d forgotten or something I’ve been missing all my life. All I can say is that I felt, at the same time, joy and sadness. But not too much sadness, because I felt alive. Yes, alive.

Carol doesn’t claim to have had a divine encounter, nor do we know what Payne had in mind when he penned this scene with Nadine Eid. Nevertheless, Carol’s description sounds very much like C. S. Lewis’s notion of Sehnsucht (or “Joy,” in his own idiolectic sense), an intense, nostalgia-like yearning for something ineffable and elusive, which is simultaneously pleasurable and painful, “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other satisfaction.”20 As we have already noted, Lewis initially considered these affective experiences merely aesthetic; later, he would consider them divine revelation.21
Little if any propositional content is involved in Carol and Lewis’s experiences. Carol doesn’t come to any fresh insight; she simply feels alive. Lewis doesn’t learn any new truth; he simply feels a peculiar sensation to which all other pleasures pale in comparison.22 Protestant theological traditions, such as my own evangelical heritage, have historically favored propositional forms of revelation, in which the essential component is the information imparted. Feeling is secondary, if not irrelevant entirely.23 The problem with relying exclusively on this model of revelation when approaching the issue of revelation mediated by film or the arts generally is that consideration of revelatory experience in terms of a “moral of the story” is often reductive and, for the recipient, may feel as if it misses the point entirely. Contemporary Christian preachers, to choose just one trivial example, often pepper sermons with references to movies, but ordinarily do so by using the film to merely illustrate a truth already known. This hardly does justice to the experience of being gripped or moved by the presence of God in a movie theater.
We see the revelatory function of affect in Nicole Cliffe’s account of her conversion to Christianity. Granted, cinema does not feature in the prominent feminist blogger’s story, but her account is relevant to our discussion because it suggests that “meeting Jesus” may sometimes be a matter of feeling, rather than a primarily intellectual affair. An avowed and content atheist, Cliffe stumbled across an obituary for the late Christian philosopher Dallas Willard and unexpectedly burst into tears, kicking off a series of crying episodes over the next few days prompted by the most ordinary activities. “I wasn’t sad, I wasn’t frightened,” she writes. “I just had too many feelings.”24 Inspired by the obituary, Cliffe read various Christian classics authored by Willard and others, all of which drew more tears. So she undertook a process of conscious reflection, probing her sudden emotional sensitivity, which culminated in her conversion to Christianity. Cliffe writes,
I am occasionally asked by other Christians, “What happened during that hour [of conversion]?” I answer that God did not speak to me. Rather, like the protagonist in Memento putting his past together with Polaroids, I figured out what I already knew. What happened during that hour was the natural culmination of my coming to faith: I had been cracked open to the divine, I read books that I would have laughed at before the cracking, and the stars lined up and there was God, and then I knew, and then I said it out loud to a third party, and then I giggled.25

Although she describes the process as entailing some “figuring out,” clearly the greater part was intuitive and affective rather than cognitive. Tellingly, Cliffe makes a point of saying that God did not speak. There seems to be little or no propositional content communicated here. She’s simply “cracked open to the divine.” This is revelation, but of an affective sort. Crucially, Cliffe concludes, “This is why apologetics, in my opinion, are hugely unconvincing . . . I had to be tapped on the shoulder. I had to be taken to a place where books about God were something I could experience without distance. It was alchemical.”26
An important, yet largely overlooked dimension of the “alchemy” of revelatory experience is affect. Religious aesthetician Frank Burch Brown has demonstrated the flaw of purism, in which art is believed to be purely affective and preconceptual, by pointing out that an exact replica of an awe-inspiring ancient cathedral at Disney World would fail to inspire awe if we knew beforehand it was constructed out of fiberglass.27 Cognition influences emotional response to art. But while I reject purism, I equally reject the opposite impulse to reduce art to mere “text.”28 For Brown, aesthetics are “all those things employing a medium in such a way that its perceptible form and ‘felt’ qualities become essential to what is appreciable and essential.”29 The felt qualities of film are part of what make it aesthetic. Affect, therefore, warrants closer attention than theologians have sometimes paid it.
Why images? There’s a scene in Raging Bull (Martin Scorsese, 1980) in which former boxer Jake LaMotta (Robert De Niro) removes the gemstones from an old championship belt for quick cash, only to learn he could have made more money by leaving the championship belt intact. In her Salvation from Cinema, Crystal Downing writes,
Like LaMotta, many theologians and religion scholars extract gems of insight from movies, not realizing that the brilliant objects are more valuable when seen as part of the film’s entire visual structure. Ignoring visual artistry, they tend to discuss the implications of cinema in terms of story. But if it’s all about the profundity of a carefully crafted story, why not simply read the screenplay?30

This is a vital insight. The best theological engagement with film requires we take the visual dimension of cinema seriously, yet theologians have often failed to do so. In the mid-aughts, a dozen prominent scholars in the field of religion and film assembled to identify the primary lacunae in the theology and film conversation. One of the chief of these, as outlined in the resultant book, Reframing Theology and Film: A New Focus for an Emerging Discipline, is the tendency for theology to “read” film through literary lenses (read thus being the operative word).31 There’s a tendency to treat the meaning or significance of film images, not to mention other stylistic elements, as self-evident. Theological engagement, therefore, often skips ahead to thematic content distilled from plot and character, mostly glossing over formal analysis.
In his introduction to Reframing Theology and Film, Robert K. Johnston further clarifies the issue: “It is not story per se but the reduction of film interpretation to literary techniques that is the problem.”32 The book thus issues a call for theology and film to break free from its “literary captivity.”33 In mounting a case for “religious visuality,” S. Brent Plate quotes theology and literature specialist David Jasper: “Where it seems to me the cinema comes closest to stimulating theological reflection is not by its themes or specific motifs, but by its very form and nature.”34 There is a dearth of attention paid to that which makes cinema cinematic, namely images (among other components), which is why in this book I will pay particular attention to images.
But I’m far from being the only person to have made this sort of attempt. I’ve already mentioned Downing and Plate, both of whom have called attention to style in their theological engagement with film. In the early 1980s, Michael Bird wrote about the hierophanic capacity of the film medium, particularly as it presents the world to us visually.35 A decade earlier, Paul Schrader famously devised a form-sensitive treatment of religious cinema.36 Schrader’s work was substantially informed by European theorists stretching back to the 1950s, including Amédée Ayfre, Henri Agel, André Bazin, and Siegfried Kracauer, who all saw spiritual potential in images themselves. Others, too, have championed film form in their religious engagement. So clearly there is a tradition of style in religious and theological engagement with film.
On the whole, however, the prevailing tendency has been to overlook form in favor of “literary” elements: plot, character, and theme. Invoking Marshall McLuhan’s famous aphorism “the medium is the message,” Downing writes,
Failure to engage with and assess the visual medium is especially ironic for Christian scholars. Doctrine hammered out in the first five centuries of the church—often in defiance of gnosticism—emphasizes that salvation is mediated not through stories and insights spoken by Jesus, but through his material body hung upon the cross, a medium seen after the resurrection.37

The fact of Christ’s incarnation is essential, as is our own embodiment. The body is where my emphases on form and emotion meet. Perception of images is sensory, and the affective effects are corporeal. We see with sense organs, eyes, but also “feel” what we see with our whole bodies. It’s important, therefore, that we attend to the material dimension of film. Images are not the only stylistic component worthy of attention. The choice to home in on images is partly pragmatic, a measure taken to give this project focus and avoid becoming unwieldy. That said, I’ll discuss other aspects of film where relevant, since audiences experience films as a unified whole, not as discrete, formal elements.
Furthermore, I’m not “Nestorian” in my approach to images. Downing points out, “Scholars who acknowledge artistry in the cinematic medium tend to be Nestorian about it: separating out discussion about technique from discussion of spiritually enlightening message.”38 Form is informed by subject matter, just as subject matter is shaped by form. Accordingly, my approach is holistic. Nevertheless, form has suffered from neglect—and theology and film as a field of study has suffered as a result. My emphasis here on film images is a modest attempt to redress this neglect.

THE CULTURAL IMPORTANCE OF REVELATION THROUGH FILM
Christian artist Makoto Fujimura has written about the prescience of Vincent van Gogh’s masterpiece The Starry Night. The painting features a church building at the center, but despite its privileged position, the church is dark while surrounding buildings are brightly lit. Fujimura muses,
What do we do in a culture in which the light of the Spirit has departed church buildings and gone swirling instead into nature, into life’s margins? . . . For we are living in the world Vincent depicted. The church has kept the structure of truth, but we have largely lost touch with the Spirit in creating beauty.39

The decline of the church’s influence in the West is well documented, but it is not the case that Westerners have become wholly uninterested in the metaphysical. Contemporary Anglophone Westerners are often characterized as “spiritual but not religious,” a recent form of Romanticism with roots in 1960s counterculture. According to theologian Owen C. Thomas, the current Western spirituality movement has four key characteristics: (1) an emphasis on interiority over exteriority; (2) an orientation toward private, rather than public, faith; (3) an epistemological preference for feeling over rationality; and (4) a pronounced distinction between religion and spirituality, the former being disparaged while the latter is lauded.40 We see this in the “spiritual but not religious” descriptor: a private, interior, affectively oriented spirituality is construed as antithetical—and far preferable—to a public, exterior, rational religiosity. As in The Starry Night, some Westerners believe the light has gone out in the church. Yet, crucially, there are lights elsewhere.
One of these lights outside the church is literally comprised of light: cinema. Theology and film scholar Clive Marsh has found that theologians often fail to take film and pop culture seriously, as if such populist fare were unworthy of scholarly attention.41 But this attitude is out of touch with the zeitgeist. A few years ago, I spoke with a scholar at a university in my native New Zealand who shared that, while most of the theology department’s classes attract rather modest numbers, their class on theology and pop culture had an enrollment of several hundred students. In the early years of this century, as much as 20 percent of Americans identified “media, arts, and other cultural institutions” as the primary locus of their spirituality, a number predicted to rise to a full one-third of Americans by 2025.42 The church must become conversant with the arts, especially populist arts like film, if it is to understand the spirituality of contemporary people. Even more importantly, if it is indeed true that revelation is sometimes mediated by film, Christians must attend to this phenomenon simply to keep step with the Spirit. To return once more to The Starry Night, we dare not hunker down in our old (dark?) church and miss the bright light found in the world outside ecclesial walls.

TRAILER: OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK
It’s rare to see a movie without first knowing something about the film. Often, we’ve already seen the film’s trailer, which has clued us in to the premise, genre, and (somewhat annoyingly) its best gags. I want this section to serve as a kind of “trailer,” giving you some idea of how my argument will unfold.
This book is divided into two parts. Part one, “Lenses on Revelation,” lays the theoretical foundations. In it, I examine revelation through several “lenses”: filmic, theological, cognitive, and biblical. Initially, I explore film-mediated revelation, starting with empirical research—a rarity in this field—that validates the possibility of revelation through film. That being established, I turn to one of the most influential accounts of film form with respect to religious transcendence, namely transcendental style. This style has genuine explanatory power, but also has significant shortcomings. So I draw also on the model of spiritual realism, a form-sensitive approach to film that is less gnostic and more theologically palatable than transcendental style taken alone.
I then tackle the theological questions undergirding this project, demonstrating how we can account for film-mediated revelation by introducing the doctrine of general revelation, albeit ultimately in a revised form. Protestant theology has historically taken a rather dim view of general revelation or, more precisely, of fallen humanity’s capacity to rightly receive it. The revised, pneumatologically oriented version of general revelation offered here takes a more optimistic view of the divine knowledge that general revelation can impart, thus making revelation through film a genuine possibility.
Finally in this section, I consider emotion as it relates to revelation. Humans are not primarily thinking, but rather feeling, beings. At this point, I turn to cognitive film theory, a school of thought within film studies that has focused largely on audience affect. I also draw on Jacob’s divine encounter at Bethel in Genesis 28 as an analogy for thinking about film-mediated revelation. Just as Jacob became suddenly aware of God’s presence that was already there, so filmic emotion may guide a viewer’s awareness to those aspects of reality in which God reveals Godself. I then outline criteria for discerning genuine revelation from erroneous claims.
Part two, “Pictures of Revelation,” puts the theory into practice. It’s composed of case studies—examinations of certain films and their stylistic features. These are “pictures of revelation” in three senses: (1) these chapters focus on specific motion pictures that frequently occasion claims of revelatory experience; (2) there’s a special emphasis on the pictorial facets of cinema (i.e., images); and (3) each of these case studies provides a concrete “picture” of film-mediated revelation.
I begin by analyzing two films together, Ordet (Carl Theodor Dreyer, 1955) and Silent Light (Carlos Reygadas, 2007), the latter being a quasi-remake of the former. I explore a range of mostly visual devices with a special emphasis on the lighting in both films. These films depict “wonders” and, in turn, elicit wonder, not least through their lighting. As such, I look at the resonances between light and wonder in Scripture, theology, and religion.
I then continue by looking at the seminal sci-fi film 2001: A Space Odyssey. I offer an analysis of various stylistic devices, visual and aural, that give this ostensibly materialist film its perennial spiritual potency, before concentrating in particular on the mise en scène, specifically the use of celestial bodies in the frame, which inspire awe. I thus round out my analysis of 2001 by looking at biblical and theological perspectives on awe.
I then turn my attention to the film that inspired this scholarly journey: Magnolia. Like many other network narratives, Magnolia’s editing calls attention to the intersection of strangers’ lives, though it further intensifies the effect through creative editing strategies. The film both depicts interconnectedness between characters and elicits a sense of connectedness of the audience with the characters, grounded in a profound sense of our shared humanity. The consideration of Magnolia concludes with some reflections on communion as essential to personhood, both divine and human.
Finally, I draw the various threads of this study together and ultimately conclude that film images may affectively predispose viewers to revelation, and that the formal analyses detailed in this study serve as concrete examples of how stylistic devices may function in this way.
A word about my own theological location is in order. I was raised as and continue to identify as an evangelical Christian. Like many evangelicals, I have mixed feelings about the term. Evangelical has increasingly become saddled with troubling connotations, especially in the United States. I don’t endorse everything that takes place in the name of evangelicalism. Some of it is shameful. But however much I may wish to distance myself from its more disturbing associations, it still more or less names my fundamental theological location.43 True to my evangelical convictions, therefore, I must state at the outset that I believe God is revealed most definitively in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Though I’m enthusiastic about the possibility that film may mediate revelation, any such claims must ultimately be examined in the light of what God has made known of Godself in and through Jesus.
I also recognize that evangelicalism is just one sliver of the Christian tradition. As such, I’m enthusiastic about the gifts the wider church offers, and I freely interact with and draw on thinkers from the broader Christian tradition, including Catholic (e.g., Avery Dulles) and Eastern Orthodox (e.g., John Zizioulas). These theologians and the traditions they represent do much to address the lacunae and shortcomings of my own. Even as an adolescent, for example, I found the poetry of the Jesuit Gerard Manley Hopkins, brought to my attention by my English teacher, strangely compelling. That this Victorian poet could impress a teenager with precisely zero interest in poetry seemed odd at the time, but I suspect that even then my soul was stirred by the poet’s sacramental vision (“The world is charged with the grandeur of God”)44 largely lacking in my own tradition. Thus, I echo Johnston’s sentiment: “I am a Protestant deeply influenced in my theology of culture by Catholic sacramentality.”45 Indeed, I am deeply influenced by the wider Christian tradition in myriad other ways.

IS SEEING BELIEVING?
After doubting his fellow disciples’ reports, Thomas finally confessed Christ as Lord upon seeing the risen Christ. Jesus famously replied, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (Jn 20:29). According to the fourth Gospel, belief that comes without seeing is the highest sort of faith.
But in the Old Testament, faith is often predicated on seeing.46 Take, for example, the result of God’s destruction of the Egyptians as they pursued the Hebrews through the Red Sea: “Israel saw the Egyptians lying dead on the shore. And when the Israelites saw the mighty hand of the LORD displayed against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD and put their trust in him and in Moses his servant” (Ex 14:30-31). Jewish studies scholar Ilana Pardes writes,
There is a certain immediacy and vitality in revelation through the sight that revelation through the word does not convey. No knowledge, no cognition, can weaken the impact of a wondrous sight (Buber: 75). The visual experience of God’s presence has the power to transform (however briefly) the skeptical children of Israel into a community of believers, to lead to a sudden sharp insight.47

Like the ancient Israelites, many today are skeptical of the God of Scripture. This contemporary skepticism is captured by Mark Tansey in his painting Doubting Thomas (1986), a creative reinterpretation of Caravaggio’s The Incredulity of Saint Thomas (c. 1601–1602). In Tansey’s piece, a man dressed in modern Western attire fingers not the wound in Jesus’ side but rather a deep crevasse that has appeared in the ground beneath his parked car. The forces of the modern world have left the earth shaken and the ground beneath our feet has opened up, no longer affording us a sure footing.48 Jesus’ commendation of those whose faith is not based on sight surely remains valid, but in an age where the West’s religious foundations are undergoing seismic upheaval, maybe for some people religious faith (or spirituality) once again requires sight. For some, seeing is believing. In fact, it would be more representative of my argument here to say seeing is feeling, and feeling is believing—but even this would be far too simplistic. Much more nuance will need to be added to this formulation. I hope in the following pages to add that nuance and to demonstrate that film images can be religiously powerful and even conducive to revelation. Indeed, we might take our cue from another of Jesus’ blessings: “Blessed are your eyes because they see” (Mt 13:16).
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  Revelation Through Film

  
    The news sent a shockwave through the film community: Martin Scorsese had labeled Marvel movies as “not cinema.” The fêted director of Raging Bull (1980) and The Irishman (2019) likened Hollywood’s most financially successful franchise to the cheap thrills of an amusement park.1 In a follow-up op-ed for The New York Times, he clarified his position; his beef was less with Marvel films themselves than with the industry that has embraced them so wholeheartedly, effectively sounding a death knell for the future of lower budget films in Hollywood.2 Francis Ford Coppola, Scorsese’s fellow American New Wave auteur, was less guarded in his criticism, calling the films “despicable.”3 Coming at the end of a decade in which Marvel dominated the box office, their disapproving remarks sparked a backlash from fans—and the filmmakers behind them.4 When the critics are as revered as these two elder statesmen, next-generation directors are bound to become defensive about their work.

    But what, according to Scorsese, is the quality of “real” cinema that Marvel movies lack? In a word, revelation. “For me, for the filmmakers I came to love and respect, for my friends who started making movies around the same time that I did,” writes Scorsese, “cinema was about revelation—aesthetic, emotional and spiritual revelation.”5 Scorsese’s op-ed may not be emphatically theological, but it does nevertheless seem to imply that he is open to the possibility of divine revelation through film. But not everyone is so enthusiastic about the revelatory possibilities of cinema. Indeed, Scorsese has been on the receiving end of what could be construed as the polar opposite sort of religious engagement with film: boycott. Upon the release of his The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), conservative evangelical groups sought to deprive the film of an audience by demanding that the studio cease production, picketing outside the studio, coordinating large-scale mailouts to churches criticizing the film, calling for citywide bans on its screening, and vandalizing cinemas and, in one instance, a film print.6

    In fact, there is considerable variation in theological responses to film, which Robert K. Johnston has organized into the following typological categories: avoidance, caution, dialogue, appropriation, and divine encounter.7 Avoidance entails a posture of condemnation of film, historically with respect to the medium itself.8 Caution seeks to engage rather than avoid, albeit with a substantial dose of circumspection.

    Dialogue charts a via media, understanding that arriving at truth is a dialectical process, each side of the dialogue allowed to truly speak and be heard.9 Appropriation pushes beyond dialogue by acknowledging that the film may contribute something unique and positive, and this approach goes hand-in-hand with seeing film viewing as a quasi-religious activity.

    Others go further still, holding that seeing a film may be the occasion for divine encounter. Theologian Craig Detweiler is a prominent example of this camp: “The best movies are revelatory in nature; they do not just talk about God and ultimate questions but become an occasion for the hidden God to communicate through the big screen. Cinema is a locus theologicus, a place for divine revelation.”10

    Detweiler has no qualms about naming these filmic experiences as general revelation. Gareth Higgins writes, “Film can transport you to . . . a ‘thin place,’ where the line between harsh reality and the transcendent is so subtly blurred for a moment, or if you’re lucky, moments, you find it difficult to tell the difference.”11 Higgins, an Irish writer, explains that the Celtic concept of so-called thin places is possible because, quoting David Dark, “there isn’t a secular molecule in the universe.”12 For those of this persuasion, watching a movie—something that others treat cautiously or avoid entirely—may become a moment of revelation, even a conversion experience.13

    It is with this final category that my interests lie.14 Other approaches have their merits, and the sheer diversity of movies available probably requires flexibility and the willingness to adopt different approaches as required. But if this assertion that certain movies may actually help usher the viewer into an encounter with the divine is correct, then this is surely the most theologically compelling dimension of cinema—and that is precisely where we will focus our attention.

    
      THE CASE FOR REVELATION THROUGH FILM

      But does this really happen? Could it be that film-mediated revelation is something dreamed up by ivory tower theologians with little connection to lived experience? The work of Jonathan Brant speaks to this question with something rarely seen in the field of theology and film: empirical data.15 There are good reasons for the dearth of such data, not least the fact that revelation can be neither proven nor disproven empirically. God can’t be observed under a microscope. But Brant’s aims are far more modest; he wishes only to demonstrate the possibility of revelation by analyzing the experiences of nonprofessional viewers.16 To that end, he undertook qualitative research among Latin American filmgoers, seeking to address “the glaring lack of audience data that undermines the religion-film discourse’s efforts to speak meaningfully of the potential religious impact of films upon their viewers.”17

      The genesis of the study lies in Brant’s prior experience as a pastoral worker in Uruguay, during which time “a troubling question arose as to whether urban young people, many of whom were almost completely alienated from the natural environment, were left without access to the general revelation that Christians normally associate with the beauty of the created order.”18 Brant thus conducted surveys and interviews among film festival attendees and cinema patrons in Montevideo, Uruguay, to determine whether these filmgoers had had revelatory experiences in response to movies like that described by the influential theologian Paul Tillich. Tillich famously claimed an experience of revelation upon seeing the painting Madonna with Singing Angels by Sandro Botticelli, one that would profoundly shape his theology of culture:

      
        Gazing up at it, I felt a state approaching ecstasy. In the beauty of the painting there was Beauty itself. It shone through the colours of the paint as the light of day shines through the stained-glass windows of a medieval church. As I stood there, bathed in the beauty its painter had envisioned so long ago, something of the divine source of all things came through to me. I turned away shaken. That moment has affected my whole life, given me the keys for the interpretation of human existence, brought vital joy and spiritual truth. I compare it with what is usually called revelation in the language of religion.19

      

      Brant takes this experience as paradigmatic, adopting it as a yardstick against which to gauge his research subjects’ filmgoing experiences. Revelation happens, argued Tillich, when there is a breakthrough from the surface form of an artwork to reveal the religious substance underneath.20 For Tillich, the subject matter of the piece is irrelevant, since the surface is penetrated, enabling encounter with the underlying Absolute. The content of revelation is therefore less important than its impact, its healing or salvific effect. Revelation is not about information, but rather transformation.21 In describing revelation, Tillich prefers the term event, over and against experience, because it has both objective and subjective components. The revelation event occurs when elements in objective reality align with elements of the subjective mind.22

      Brant wants to know if filmgoers recognize their own experience in Tillich’s. Brant thus applies six parameters of Tillich’s theology of revelation to the experiences of the participants’ reported experiences: (1) the individual (i.e., viewer) on a quest for meaning and wholeness; (2) the artwork (i.e., film) that enables access to the substratum of meaning and power undergirding all of life; (3) the “event” of revelation (occasioned by a film viewing) in which the individual’s existential quest and the artwork’s meaning are united; (4) the revelatory content, comprised of an effable experience of the “ground of being” (God, approximately speaking) in which the artwork serves as the occasion; (5) the effect(s) of healing or “salvation,” broadly conceived, in the life of the individual; and (6) the individual’s existential involvement with Jesus as Christ, the criterion of all revelation, regardless of whether it is interpreted as such by the individual.23

      So what were Brant’s findings? The study revealed that a number of respondents reported experiences congruent with Tillich’s account. This congruence does not prove that revelation has occurred, as if such a thing were possible, but it does demonstrate that filmgoers have experiences that could be interpreted as such. For example, one Catholic participant, Augusto, says, “It’s not that God speaks through a film but yes, I believe he takes advantage of that opportunity in order to . . . in order to question us and in order to . . . make us see things that . . . or in order to ask us, or in order to . . . I don’t know, return things to us. . . . As I said to you, the ways of God are, are strange.”24

      A nonreligious participant, Lucilda, says,

      
        I have felt those experiences in the cinema. Uhm, well yes, occasionally, I’d say . . . I’d say it’s as if the film transmits to me, I’d say, and . . . it’s as if I’m completely and absolutely immersed and it’s something beyond [mas alla—which often has superstitious or mystical connotations] that which . . . uhm . . . look, beyond that which I am as pure rationality, no? But it’s not something that I can . . .25

      

      Lucilda trails off at this point, struggling to articulate the experience. When Samuel, an atheist, recounts similar film-watching experiences, he likewise frequently falls silent and leaves sentences unfinished, “particularly when he is about to name what it is that he encounters in these [possibly revelatory] moments.”26 Despite his initial misgivings, by the interview’s end, Samuel is happy to describe these experiences as revelatory, even if he does not elaborate or identify the agent of that revelation.27 Indeed, Brant explains that Tillich’s account of revelation allows for the possibility that an atheist may experience revelation, since the revelation is an ineffable first-order experience, the description of which is merely a second-order activity.28 In other words, a nonbeliever could have an experience of revelation, yet describe or interpret it without recourse to religious or theistic language.

      As a qualitative research project, Brant seeks insights into revelatory experience through thick description, and is thus “not overly concerned with the numbers of respondents contacted, questionnaires completed, or interviews recorded.”29 Instead of figures and statistics, this qualitative approach yields a wealth of data about the nature of alleged revelatory experiences with which Brant was able to substantiate some aspects of Tillich’s account and challenge others. An example of the latter is the way his data calls into question Tillich’s belief that the subject matter of the artwork is of no consequence. Brant grants that, for some participants, the effect of the event itself was of greater significance than any noetic content communicated. Nevertheless, the data suggests that the subject matter is often crucial to the revelation event (Brant thus suggests that the religious content of Tillich’s beloved Botticelli is perhaps not as incidental as he insisted).30 The data also reveals some aspects of revelation overlooked by Tillich such as, for instance, the fact that revelation is also communal and cumulative. The aggregate impact of cinemagoing over a long period of time was for many participants greater than the impact made by any individual film.31

      One pertinent aspect of Brant’s research is the emergence of two categories of revelatory experience: a cognitive type and a mystical type (see table 1.1). The cognitive type is associated with the discursive aspects of the film, gradual onset, effability, and intellectual engagement. The mystical type is associated with the aesthetic aspects of the film, immediate onset, ineffability, and emotional engagement. Tillich’s Botticelli experience is clearly of the mystical type, and so one way to read the data is to conclude that the conceptual net cast by Brant’s questionnaire has caught not only truly revelatory experience (mystical type), but also nonrevelatory experience (cognitive type). But, instead, Brant reads these cognitive type experiences as also genuinely
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