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      Foreword

    


    
      When I was invited to write the foreword to Screen Jesus I was extremely honored and proud. I have been fortunate to work with Peter Malone over many years in universities, small summer schools, retreats, and international conferences. Amazed at Peter’s sheer knowledge of film—from who won which Oscars, when, and for which films to who starred, directed, or played a humble supporting character in whichever film under discussion—I once called him an Anorak. Peter, being Australian, wasn’t familiar with this British expression for someone who gathers and retains endless information on some subject or other and was unsure whether or not I was being pleasant. I was indeed, being pleasant—nay, I have again and again found myself utterly bemused by and envious of his sheer ability of recall and his unparalleled knowledge of film and theology.


      I have over the years watched generations of students from the college at which I lecture in film, myth, and spiritualities sitting in lecture halls, or in the more intimate setting of workshops, engrossed with Peter’s enthusiasm for his subject and for the connections he makes between film story, mythic themes, human emotion, and spiritual approaches. Peter is a born movie buff, and that is one of the differences between his writing and that of many others who write about film in an academic environment. Peter is soaked in the stories we tell each other and is just as much at home with a piece of slapstick comedy, a rom-com, a weepy chick flick, a sci-fi adventure, or hanging out with the vampires and superheroes as he is with the more serious attempts of filmmakers to query, investigate, or interrogate the human condition. Many of my students studying for a media and film degree opt to study ideas of the sacred and the screen. They are well aware, as students of screenwriting and the creation of characters, that without offering a spiritual dimension to their characters’ identities, there is no depth and therefore less hope of connecting with the audience at the kind of level that ensures people will want to see their films again and again. This is a question of the filmmaking craft, but it is also, of course, a commercial issue. Think of The Green Mile and The Shawshank Redemption with their exploration of goodness, compassion, and hope, or Shirley Valentine who, in direct close-up to the audience, asks, “Why do we have all these feelings and dreams if we get lost in all this life?” Such movies sell, and sell again, as each new generation discovers them and finds in them answers to their questions on life—or at least, better questions than perhaps they have, so far, been asking.


      A prolific writer on film, Peter has contextualized movies such as these and others too numerous to count, such as Kundun, Meet Joe Black, The Accused, Where the Heart Is (in terms of the liturgy of the Mass), and The Ten Commandments (these in partnership with Rose Pacatte, FSP). His work on film and values continues to shine a light on how stories as varied as Easy Rider (1969) and the American comedy Jesse Peretz’s Our Idiot Brother (2011) help us to ask questions of ourselves such as What is goodness? and Is goodness catching? Above all, in the age of that perhaps most enduringly popular movie character—the superhero—Peter’s work on Jesus- and Christ-figures has enabled us to open up our understanding of the connections and distinctions between the two and how they connect with, and are distinct from, so many movie characters both superhero and those of us who try live with our feet on the ground.


      Peter’s 1988 book Movie Christs and Antichrists does not contain in-depth exploration of one or two films on the Christ-figure—others have done this to great effect, as has Peter as contributor to many such books. Rather, it offers us a long list of categories of Jesus-figures and Christ-figures through a creative, knowledgeable, and significant list of movies from a variety of genres, from Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth to Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby. I cannot overstate the boon this book has been to generations of film students, many of whom have no or very little introduction to theology. Many students whose culture is based on two thousand years of Christian theology, faith, and practice have been thoroughly impoverished theologically over the past thirty years or so. More and more young people have no background knowledge or understanding of how the past two thousand years of Christian thinking have shaped the world in which they live. They no longer know the stories that have informed our art, our literature, and even our comic book heroes from the early part of the twentieth century. These stories have not been their formation. Their delight, then, when they find it possible to read Mad Max through the character of a savior-figure that can be traced back to the New Testament—not Jesus as Mad Max nor Mad Max as Jesus but rather a mythic/spiritual identity of one who, as Peter describes it, “suffers in a mindlessly violent society and rescuer of victims and leader to safety in Paradise”—is one of discovery and encouragement to seek deeper and deeper meaning. Pop-culture saviors speak to the generations who have neither heard, nor are interested in hearing, the Gospel as spoken in church.


      Screen Jesus, however, takes that earlier work to another level. As Jaroslav Pelikan did for our cultural understanding of Jesus through the centuries, Peter Malone has compiled a first-rate resource for everyone interested in the Jesus-figure in film since the first movie camera was directed at this subject. The book covers the whole spectrum of films, from Jesus in art to the early twentieth-century Jesus films to Jesus films through the decades; from categories such as Jesus in our world today to verbal Jesus-figures to Jesus and film beyond Christianity to the reverent and the bizarre, including documentaries such as Searching for the Wrong-Eyed Jesus (United States, 2005) and What Would Jesus Buy? (United States, 2007) to Jesus on YouTube and the new wave discourse on this panoramic subject after Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ. Peter also sends us to the main scholars in his field, such as Lloyd Baugh, Adele Reinhartz, W. Barnes Tatum, and others.


      No one in the field of film scholarship is better suited to this subject than Peter Malone. No one else has taught and studied film and theology with the breadth and depth that Peter has. The sheer scope of his international interest in film is unique. He has traveled the world and been the honored guest at film festivals in the Philippines, across Europe and the United States, in Asia, in the Pacific Islands, and in the Middle East, including Iran. In his capacity of president of SIGNIS, the World Catholic Association for Communication, Peter has met with film scholars, filmmakers, and those who organize film events across the globe over the past few decades. He has been a film critic and commentator for diverse publications and broadcasting outlets across the world. Most of all, he has shared his passion for film and his film and theological scholarship with immense generosity. Peter has enthused generations in the subject of the screen Jesus and so has opened eyes and ears both to the “greatest story ever told” and the threads connecting that story with all the other stories told on celluloid into the digital age.


      Above all, Screen Jesus offers us quite simply an engrossing read. Peter talks us through his scholarship with deceptive simplicity. This is a book not only to use as a reference when exploring resources for studying Jesus on screen but also to dip into for spiritual nourishment, combining as it does the sensitive reflections of one who loves movies but who walks a deeply spiritual path through the stories told in the medium that offers, as Jimmy Stewart said, “little tiny pieces of time we will never forget.”


      Maggie Roux


      Communications and Media


      Trinity and All Saints College


      Leeds, UK

    

  


  
    
      


      Introducing the Theme

    


    
      H. B. Warner gliding soulfully through Jerusalem. Robert Powell speaking the Gospel parables with beautiful articulation. Jeremy Sisto dancing and splashing water on his disciples. Jim Caviezel enduring a scourging of sadistic brutality. Who is the real Jesus?


      It is important to look at the major portrayals of Jesus on-screen over more than a century to see why millions of people worldwide have responded to the Jesus films and how these films have interpreted Jesus and the Gospel message.


      However, it may also be useful to go back over the hundred years or more of these portrayals of Jesus with a second purpose. There have been distinctive phases of how Jesus could be presented and what was outlawed from the screen. The expectations of the generation that was in its teens in the 1940s when there were no Jesus films, only memories of Cecil B. DeMille’s The King of Kings, are different from those who were in their teens in the 1950s and enjoyed The Robe, The Silver Chalice, The Big Fisherman, and Ben-Hur. Teenagers in the 1960s saw the remake of King of Kings while those in the ’70s saw Jesus Christ Superstar and Godspell. In the late 1980s, they might have gone to see The Last Temptation of Christ. After a very quiet period during most of the 1990s, there was quite some Jesus-film activity at the beginning of the new millennium. American television made Jesus as well as Mary, Mother of Jesus. British and Russian animators created The Miracle Maker. The evangelical British Jesus of 1979 (The Jesus Project) was reissued to large audiences; dubbed into many languages, especially in India; and distributed by the Vatican to guests in Rome for the celebration of the Jubilee year, 2000.


      And, of course, the early twenty-first century brought the unpredicted worldwide box-office and VHS/DVD phenomenon of Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ.


      This means that it is possible to trace an outline of Christian spirituality as well as Christology as gauged by the Jesus films and audience response, especially in Europe, the Americas, and Western-influenced cultures.


      At the beginning of the twentieth century, there was a devout piety as can be seen in the plaster statuary and holy cards, where Jesus is somewhat ethereal, almost tentatively incarnate. With the longer feature films of the silent era and the possibility of filming on location in the Middle East, audiences were able to gain a more realistic impression of Jesus in his historical and geographical context. To that extent, the Incarnation became more real. However, Cecil B. DeMille went back to the studio and the Gospel story was made an extravagant artifice with a solemn “holy” Jesus. And then Jesus disappeared from the popular screen for thirty-five years, in the 1950s his presence merely suggested visually.


      With the 1960s, there was change. Jesus was impersonated by an actor. He was seen. He spoke. The reverential tradition prevailed in the American films, but Pier Paolo Pasolini wanted a more rugged, earthy, and earthly Jesus in the Italian Il Vangelo secondo Matteo. With the Jesus movement and the rock operas of the 1970s, Jesus was seen as a superstar. These images showed the humanity of Jesus. Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth, with its right blend of humanity and divinity, indicated that a human and divine Jesus was part of the consciousness of Christians around the world.


      There was a veering toward an emphasis on humanity and its limitations and challenges with The Last Temptation of Christ in the 1980s, but by 2000, there was a renewed emphasis on the unity of humanity and divinity, especially in the made-for-television Jesus and Mary, Mother of Jesus (both 1999); the animation film The Miracle Maker (2000); and the full text of John brought to the screen with word and image in The Gospel of John (2003).


      Audiences were challenged by The Passion of the Christ. Mel Gibson’s emphasis on the suffering and its intensity appealed to an older piety and to cultures that were more emotional. Cooler blooded cultures found some sequences too much and lamented the lack of emphasis on the Resurrection. However, a newer generation welcomed the sense of a transcendent Jesus in the midst of his sufferings.


      A review of the Jesus films also has the advantage of opening up the panorama of the developments in cinema: from the short one-reelers of the early silent era to the feature films of D. W. Griffith with immense sets but with fixed tripod camerawork and some tracking to the initial experiments with color tinting, the introduction of sound, color processes, wide-screen experiments, the age of the biblical spectaculars with huge screens and stereophonic sound systems, the influence of television and its styles, video production, and the transition to the digital era.
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      The Jesus-Figure

    


    
      We often use the terms Jesus-figure and Christ-figure interchangeably, but there is an immediate distinction to be made between the two. The lead was given by Malachi Martin in his entertainingly instructive book Jesus Now. He himself was particularly interested in the variations in Jesus-figures over the centuries and how art, religion, and popular piety were influenced by historical and social conditions.


      
        	The Jesus-figure is any representation of Jesus himself.


        	The Christ-figure is a character (from history, fiction, visual arts, poetry, drama, music, cinema) who is presented as resembling Jesus in a significant way.

      


      The Jesus-figure can be presented in a “realistic” way or in a “stylized” way:


      Realistic—Jesus as he was thought to be


      Stylized—Jesus presented in contemporary or in deliberately “unrealistic” settings, or Jesus represented in any artistic way.


      The Jesus-figure, which is the focus of this book, is any representation of Jesus himself: a crucifix, a statue of the Sacred Heart, a Roualt Jesus-clown, verbal descriptions as in the theological disputes in Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose, a “Negro spiritual,” the music of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, or Rice and Lloyd Webber’s Jesus Christ Superstar.


      One of the main difficulties with this kind of presentation of Jesus is that it has tended and still tends to be based on a fundamentalist interpretation of scripture—the reading of scripture as if written solely for the reader’s present time and cultural references rather than looking at texts with the mentality of the time of the writer. This requires some knowledge of the Old Testament background and of biblical literary forms. It would seem that most of the representations of Jesus on-screen are based on literal readings of the Gospel texts with little awareness of their Jewish background. An exception will be Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth, which takes account of this history and spirituality.


      It is necessary to note that Jesus-figures can be realistic or stylized. More accurately, all Jesus-figures are stylized. Any representation of Jesus as a thirty-year-old, first-century, Middle Eastern man might be realistic, but this is not how Jesus is generally represented. However, most artists seem to have in their minds that they are trying to represent Jesus “realistically.” The work of Renaissance painters and the films of Cecil B. DeMille are presumed attempts at realism, despite the Umbrian backgrounds or the special effects. Cinema realistic presentation tends to rely on the well-known or classic visual portraits of Jesus. These presentations have tended to soften Jesus. It was Marxist Italian director Pier Paolo Pasolini who attempted to portray a rugged Jesus in the mid-1960s in his Gospel according to St. Matthew. It was an attempt to make Jesus more realistic and less a Hollywood concoction. Jesus of Nazareth offered the historical background and explanations to make Jesus more real.


      Most realistic portraits are, in fact, quite stylized. Have we any real picture of Jesus “as he was”? The more closely the portrait of Jesus is based on a “scientific-spiritual” reading of the Gospels, the more realistic it will be. Zeffirelli with his Jesus of Nazareth has come closest so far, along with many sequences of Roger Young’s Jesus.


      Stylizing the image of Jesus happened immediately in the early Christian centuries with Jesus linked to the styles of Greek or Roman art as well as to politics—the Jesus All-Powerful of the Ravenna mosaics.


      We are used to seeing Jesus in Italian settings in medieval and Renaissance art or listening to Handel’s or Bach’s sacred scores of Jesus’ Passion, for instance. Though originally surprising or shocking, the stylistic presentations of Jesus visually and in music—Jesus Christ Superstar and Godspell—are now taken for granted. The film version of Jesus Christ Superstar made the link with the art tradition by including a collage of the suffering Jesus and the symbol of the paschal lamb at the climax of the Agony in the Garden.


      The tradition of literal interpretation of the scriptures has also reinforced the belief that artists are presenting a realistic Jesus-figure. Pasolini’s infancy stories are no more realistic than those of King of Kings or The Greatest Story Ever Told. They just look starker in black and white and in simpler locations (which are Italian, especially the high mountain of crucifixion, rather than Palestinian). Most of the popular screen Jesus-figures are based on literal, almost fundamentalist, readings of the Gospels.


      Which means that almost all Jesus-figures are, in fact, stylized. The stylization might be more obvious to Western sensibilities regarding an Aboriginal Madonna and Child or an African Madonna and Child than in contemplating the work of artists like Raphael. But Raphael’s seemingly realistic images are also stylized. The coming of Jesus as Superstar at the end of the 1960s and in the carnival and vaudeville atmosphere of Godspell shocked many devout people, believers or not, because they had come to believe that the Western art tradition was real and that it should be revered. Anything else was, as many claimed at the time, “blasphemous.” But this highlighted how much the Jesus-figure had become stylized—and it freed artists of the 1970s and 1980s to be adventurous in the way they dared to portray Jesus. What would Jesus of Montreal be without Jesus Christ Superstar?


      Many find the immediate impact of these figures too contrived, but they continue a respected art tradition where Jesus is placed in the art styles of the times.


      The face: Jesus in Art


      There is a valuable two-hour overview of the history of the image of Jesus in art, The Face: Jesus in Art, released in 2001. It was written by James Clifton, directed by Craig MacGowan, and photographed by celebrated cinematographer Dean Cundey. The narrators were Mel Gibson, Edward Herrmann, Star Herrmann, Stacy Keach, Juliet Mills, Ricardo Montalban, Bill Moyers, and Patricia Neal.


      The history of the portrayal of Jesus was given in quite some detail—the origins, the catacomb frescoes, the Byzantine mosaics, Chartres, and northern Africa—with more detailed visuals and verbal descriptions of the work of Giotto, Raphael, da Vinci, Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Holman Hunt, Marc Chagall, and Andy Warhol, as well as popular faces of Jesus and Afro-American images, and a focus on Latin America, on Asia, and on the twentieth-century United States.


      Since there is no actual visual portrait of Jesus, no verbal description of his appearance, artists have tried both realistic and stylized ways to show how divinity suffuses the humanity of Jesus and how idealized human beauty is the way to appreciating the divine.


      Faces of Jesus in Film


      One cinema source for reflection on the art tradition is the small number of film biographies of artists who have painted or sculpted Jesus.


      More faces of Jesus in art can be found in Andrei Tarkovsky’s portrait of the Russian painter and creator of icons Andrei Rublev (1967, but banned in Russia until 1971). The film shows the artist in his turbulent times as well as his painting and his interpretations of the face of Jesus. At the end of the film there are color images of Rublev’s work.


      Another example is The Agony and the Ecstasy, which is a strange film. Many people have thoroughly enjoyed it because of their interest in Michelangelo and their reading of Irving Stone’s novel. Other people have thought it a most silly film. It is a section from Stone’s novel and shows the central years of Michelangelo’s career, especially in his clashes and confrontations with Pope Julius II.


      Charlton Heston seems an odd choice to play Michelangelo. However, he does his best with his tradition of playing important historical characters. Rex Harrison is also an odd choice for Pope Julius II. He seems to suit battle sequences, but as pope he is a peculiar blend of Professor Higgins and Doctor Dolittle. His deathbed scene when he fights with Michelangelo and recovers seems particularly ludicrous with the choir changing from dirge to alleluia song. However, visually the film is most impressive.


      In theaters, The Agony and the Ecstasy had a twenty-minute prologue showing in Panavision the most famous works of Michelangelo. This has been omitted in the television presentations of the film. Sets look beautiful, but there is some bathos in sequences where Michelangelo in the mountains of Carrara sees what looks like the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in the clouds in the sky. Direction was by Carol Reed, who had made such excellent films in the 1940s and the ’50s as Odd Man Out and The Third Man. Reed went to America and made a number of very average films, although in this time he won an Oscar for his direction of Oliver (1968). This is not the last word in film on Michelangelo.


      El Greco (1966) is a moderately interesting biography of the painter and his life in Spain. His paintings are presented in some detail. The atmosphere of the times is recreated. While Mel Ferrer is somewhat stolid in the central role, the film does give an opportunity to see something of the painter within his surroundings and environment.


      Caravaggio (1986) is the work of Derek Jarman. The film is a study of Caravaggio (Nigel Terry), emphasizing some fictional aspects by including references, visual and sound, of the twentieth century. The film is also a memoir—Caravaggio dying, attended by his mute servant, Jerusaleme. Caravaggio remembers his past on the Roman streets, being adopted by church figures, and being educated and commissioned to paint. The film shows Caravaggio’s paintings, his use of light and shade, of colors, of live models for his works of art. Many of his paintings are pictured as live tableaux. The film can be seen as a chamber piece, not a Hollywood biopic or spectacular. It is a perception of Caravaggio, his personality, his art, and his times.


      Caravaggio and My Mother the Pope, directed by Maureen Murphy (2011), is advertised as a three-hour film on Caravaggio’s life and work, which included many Jesus paintings.


      There have been numerous short films as well as many documentaries on Jesus in art.
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      Biblical Portraits of Jesus

    


    
      Jesus Redeemer


      One of the principal ways the New Testament presents Jesus is as Redeemer, the man amongst mankind who experiences their sufferings but who suffers on behalf of others, enabling them to be blessed, forgiven—to be saved.


      The pattern of the redeemer-figure is established in the Old Testament. The key texts are those of the anonymous prophet of the period of Israel’s collapse and exile in the sixth century BC.


      The Hebrew people had experienced the worst events in their history, a time of infidelity to their God who had, they understood, pledged himself to them in a covenant of loving kindness and justice. The destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, the loss of the Ark of the Covenant (the structure containing the Ten Commandments, their covenant law)—all was seen as The Day of the Lord, a day of doom (justice), but because of the fidelity of God, a day of hope (salvation). The majority of the population of the kingdom of Judah was taken into exile in Babylon.


      This context of bitter experience is a context of suffering in which the redeemer-figure can emerge.


      The anonymous prophet in the second part of Isaiah seems to be a literary hero, a personality who embodies the best qualities of Israel, and is depicted as a prophet and redeemer. He is presented in the traditional Servant Songs, which begin at chapter 42 of the Book of Isaiah. This figure is a character with a special mission and destiny. He is beloved by God, chosen, filled with the very spirit of God himself. His style is not that of power but of gentleness. If a flame is still smoldering, he will not extinguish it. If a reed is bruised, he will not break it. But this gentleness has strength and will enable true justice to be done, not only for his people but for those far beyond. He is described as a light of the nations (Isaiah 42:1–6).


      This kind of figure, no matter how admirable, does not win acclaim from all. When people are challenged, when different values threaten an accepted way of life, reaction is hostile. So it was with the anonymous figure, who is also called the Servant. He is attacked emotionally and physically. But, with his sense of mission, he listens like a disciple to his God, and with his convictions, he holds firm. This leads to mockery, abuse, degradation, and death.


      The image offered is that of the sacrificial lamb. However, the writer realizes that while those who see this “man of sorrows” are appalled, his willingness to endure the suffering is a jolt to those who watch. The Servant going to suffering and death is “a man for others.”


      The jolt, the challenge, can be what we might call an experience of grace for others, a change of heart (a repentance) that enables them to redeem the evil in their lives. The Servant is, therefore, a redeemer. While the Old Testament texts speak of his being acknowledged (glorified) by God, the emphasis is on his suffering and death: laying down of life for love and for the benefit of others (cf. Isaiah 52:12–53:12).


      Readers of the Old Testament appreciated the servant-figure in connection with other suffering figures. Just prior to the exile, the most human of the prophets, Jeremiah, exercised a faithful ministry—but at great personal cost. Even the story of his prophetic call shows him as quite reluctant. He was not listened to. Crowds scorned him. The king literally cut up and burned the scrolls of his oracle. He was thrown into a pit. Yet ultimately he “committed” his cause to God.


      There are powerful passages, called his “confessions,” in which he berates God, threatens to sue him and take him to court; he laments the day he was born. Unlike the men of his day who found immortality in their children, Jeremiah was asked to be celibate. Yet he confesses that there is a fire in him that drives him on to be a prophetic redeemer (cf. Jeremiah 15:15–18). Prayers of suffering are found throughout the Psalms.


      The other Old Testament figure of anguish and endurance is that of Job. He is described as God’s victim. God allows one member of his heavenly court (according to the Old Testament mentality), Satan (the devil’s advocate), to test, to plague Job. It is well known that Job did not curse God in any way. He suffered, though not silently, because he wanted to know why he suffered; he knew he was in no way a sinner despite the carping of his friends (or comforters!).


      Job is the symbol of all those innocent victims, the endurers who have to acknowledge the mystery of human existence and throw themselves on the mystery of God’s ultimate providence and love (cf. Job 3:1–26; 19:23–27).


      These are the patterns for the New Testament presentation of Jesus. He is seen as Redeemer. While, like the Servant, he is beloved by God, he is baptized by John the Baptist among the repentant sinners in the Jordan. The Letter to the Hebrews highlights that he is “a man like us, with the exception of sin” (Hebrews 4:15), and that though ultimately he is raised and glorified by the Father, he knows human sufferings since he has endured them (Hebrews 5:7–10).


      In Gethsemane, Jesus is ignored by sleeping friends, sweats blood, experiences agony and sudden fear, and is prepared to endure, like the Servant, the scorn of religious authorities who have continually tried to trap him. He knows the fickleness of the loyalty of friends and followers, the physical abuse and torture of his Passion, the seeming absence of and abandonment by God on his cross. He is the timeless image of the man of sorrows, the sacrificial lamb for others.


      In the first letter of Peter, the author states directly that he sees Jesus as the redeemer-figure and quotes the Servant Songs of the Old Testament for his proof.


      The pattern
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