
[image: Cover-Image]





Theology and Spider-Man




Theology and Pop Culture

Series Editor: Matthew Brake

The Theology and Pop Culture series examines the intersection of theology, religion, and popular culture, including, but not limited to television, movies, sequential art, and genre fiction. In a world plagued by rampant polarization of every kind and the decline of religious literacy in the public square, Theology and Pop Culture is uniquely poised to educate and entertain a diverse audience utilizing one of the few things society at large still holds in common: love for popular culture.

Titles in the series

Theology and Spider-Man, edited by George Tsakiridis

René Girard, Theology, and Pop Culture, edited by Ryan G. Duns and T. Derrick Witherington

Theology and Horror: Explorations of the Dark Religious Imagination, edited by Brandon R. Grafius and John W. Morehead

Sports and Play in Christian Theology, edited by Philip Halstead and John Tucker

Theology and Westworld, edited by Juli Gittinger and Shayna Sheinfeld

Theology and Prince, edited by Jonathan H. Harwell and Rev. Katrina E. Jenkins

Theology and the Marvel Universe, edited by Gregory Stevenson



Theology and Spider-Man

Edited by

George Tsakiridis

LEXINGTON BOOKS/FORTRESS ACADEMIC

Lanham • Boulder • New York • London




Published by Lexington Books/Fortress Academic

Lexington Books is an imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE, United Kingdom

Copyright © 2022 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Name: Tsakiridis, George, editor.

Title: Theology and Spider-Man / edited by George Tsakiridis.

Description: Lanham : Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, [2022] | Series: Theology and pop culture | Includes index. | Summary: “Engaging themes of sin, salvation, and creedal theology, the contributors to Theology and Spider-Man create a systematic and constructive theology of one of Marvel’s most popular heroes”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2021038005 (print) | LCCN 2021038006 (ebook) | ISBN 9781978710894 (cloth) | ISBN 9781978710900 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Spider-Man (Fictitious character) | Theology in literature. | Comic books, strips, etc.—Religious aspects. | Superhero films—History and criticism.

Classification: LCC PN6728.S6 T43 2022  (print) | LCC PN6728.S6  (ebook) | DDC 741.5/973—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021038005

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021038006

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.












Contents

Acknowledgments	vii

Introduction	ix

1	Sin and Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man: A Spider-Hamartiology	1

Jerome Van Kuiken

2	Tyger, Lamb, Spyder, Hunter: Kraven’s Last Hunt and the Web of Theodicy﻿﻿	23

Peter Admirand

3	Untangling the Web of Sins: The Superior Spider-Man as Secular Hagiography	37

David K. Goodin

4	Let Him Be to You as a Goblin: Forgiveness as the Defeat of Evil in Spider-Man Comics	53

Travis B. Hill

5	“Look Out, Here Comes the Spider-Man”: An Exploration of the Creedal Theology of Spider-Man	69

George Tsakiridis

6	Moral Formation in Pedagogies of Violence: Civil War’s Peter Parker﻿	87

John C. McDowell

7	Peter Parker’s Progeny: Power, Genetics, and Virtuous Parenting in Spider-Girl	109

Michael Buttrey and Leah DeJong

8	“Not Gonna Turn Invisible”: Into the Spider-Verse and Black Theology	131

Matthew Vega and Russell P. Johnson

9	A Web of Significations: The Hermeneutics of Theological Anthropology in Marvel’s Spider-Man﻿	149

Ched Spellman

10	Venom, the Liberation Theologian	175

Josh McDonald

11	Loss, Death, and Afterlife: Thanatology and Theology in Spider-Man Comics	201

Allan Novaes

12	Spider-Man: An Icon in Your Pocket	225

Joseph E. Gaston‌‌‌‌

About the Contributors	243












Acknowledgments

A volume such as this literally does not take place without the help of a lot of people because it is collaborative by its very nature. That said, I would like to also acknowledge some individuals who have helped make this volume a reality behind the scenes. Thanks to Matthew Brake, who is the brainchild of the Theology and Pop Culture series, giving an avenue for all of these creative works to be born. In that vein, let me also thank Lexington Books/Fortress Academic for their willingness to house the series and publish this book in particular. In addition, the anonymous peer reviewers are owed a debt of gratitude for their important work without any named credit. They are the “superheroes” of the volume who must keep a secret identity. You know who you are. I also want to thank Elizabeth Fox, Librarian at South Dakota State University, and a helpful resource in dealing with the many unexpected items that come with doing popular culture studies. Lastly, I want to dedicate the volume to my children, Esther, Anna, and Christos. May you have lasting memories of your own creative endeavors in childhood as I do.












Introduction

Theologizing the Spider

George Tsakiridis

He is the classic superhero of the Marvel age: Spider-Man. Marvel comics would not be what it is without him. Spidey has been portrayed in multiple comic books, television series, toys, and movies. His marketing is ubiquitous. There are few superheroes of the last fifty years that match his prominence. When looking to theology and pop culture, no discussion is complete without Spider-Man. His story mirrors that of the everyman, someone who is unexpectedly transformed, moving them into another way of life. Just as theological transformation changes the soul of the individual, he has been transformed to become both man and spider. This volume contains essays across a broad spectrum, dealing with a multitude of theological topics connected to this transformation. First, let us look at why Spider-Man is such an important fit in the study of theology and popular culture.


Spider-Man and Theology

Why Spider-Man?

For many, the two terms “Spider-Man” and “theology” might seem unrelated. One is a ubiquitous comic book hero. The other draws upon the image of a stodgy professor dictating dogmatics to a lecture hall or of a student rummaging through the pages of a dusty old book. However, for those reading this text, as well as the authors contained within it, this combination clearly takes on some intriguing possibilities. In general, whether the masses notice it or not, popular culture is filled with religious and philosophical imagery. Beyond the basic dynamics of good vs. evil that inhabit most stories, each hero, be it Spider-Man, Batman, Wonder Woman, or a host of others, takes on a different theological character. This isn’t to mention the many figures we see in novels, television, and other places in our modern culture, but it is quite clear in the superhero universe. The book series has given the authors in this volume, as well as the authors across the series, the license and opportunity to explore the deeper themes of theology in the world of popular culture. This can take the form of theology-within, as some attempt to draw a theology from the popular sources. However, it also can take the form of seeking religious meanings from without, looking for theological concepts present in both the medium and the message, in this case, Spider-Man. Both of these approaches can be valuable. By looking at theology-within, we are able to develop a theology from the source itself. The sources of popular culture themselves tell us about the metaphysical world. In contrast, by looking for religious meaning from without, we read theology back into the sources of popular culture. In this approach, we can see our own beliefs and the beliefs of others reflected in the narrative. Both have value, and allow authors and readers a chance to take a deeper dive into the world of the heroes they love.

Spidey, as he is affectionately called, has been a part of popular culture for almost sixty years. From his origin in Amazing Fantasy #15 to the newest films starring Tom Holland, Spider-Man has been a fixture of popular culture for three generations. I remember watching the 1967 classic cartoon as a young child in the late 1970s and early l980s. The memories I have of Spider-Man are some of the earliest memories I have, period. I hearken back to being a young child making comic books out of cardboard, and inserting real life events into my work at that early age. An example of this was the Tylenol cyanide murders of 1982. This horrific event was taking place in the Chicagoland area and was thus a part of my childhood. And as children do, I melded it with the hero that I watched on TV, thus engaging in my own chapter of Spider-Man stories. I created my own comic books on huge slabs of cardboard, retelling the story of Spider-Man in my world, that of the early 1980s in the Lakeview neighborhood of Chicago.

It is this kind of creativity that we embrace as children. The world is explained through the fictional myths we understand as we are able. Unfortunately, some of this depth seems to be lost as we get older. We lose our ability to create in this same way, as the worries of the world envelop us. In some small, or maybe large, sense, this volume is a chance for accomplished scholars to revisit that creativity. I think we find that in engaging this interdisciplinary endeavor, we capture meaning and emotion that is typically lost in theological studies. When an interlocutor is a fictional character, it tends to loosen the boundaries. Almost all of my work has been interdisciplinary in one way or another, researching in the field of theology and science, patristics, and popular culture. Some ask why such disparate fields. But I answer: why not? It is the interdisciplinary approach to theology that allows us to see the fullness of it. By not relegating theological study to dusty corners or seminaries, it is allowed to engage the culture, transform it, and be transformed by it. In the dialogue with Spider-Man, we are renewed in our theological study, putting a fresh interpretation on something we traditionally take for granted.

Spider-Man is an ideal candidate for this kind of theological study. Not only is he a well-known figure in superhero mythology, he’s also one of us. He is a boy who has been transformed by an experiment that went “wrong.” He is a person who has taken on two natures: spider and human. Spider-Man is humorous. He isn’t the strong hero, ready-made for a block of marble. We see his development from a high school student to a mature man, culminating in his marriage to Mary Jane Watson. Often comic books trace this character development in a backstory, but in the case of Peter Parker, we see that development through the series itself. He struggles with normal things, is a New York local, and wrestles with the larger theological and ethical issues we all do. In addition, the Spider-Man mythology is rife with scientific discovery. Because Peter himself is a scientist, and in a world of science, many of his foes also take on that role. One of the things that appealed to me as a young child about Spidey were his foes. They’re animals: Lizard, Vulture, Scorpion, Rhino, and even those who are not, have scientific or animal connections: Doctor Octopus, Green Goblin, and Electro, to name a few. This lends itself to a rich discussion of bioethics and how science and theology clash and embrace in the modern age.

Spidey also has a strong nostalgic pull. The 1960s and ’70s are a major influence on the series, both aesthetically and developmentally. We even see this nostalgia in the Toby Maguire movies, harkening back to that original era of the comic books.1 The nostalgia also speaks to us theologically. Although Spidey has developed quite a bit over the past 30 to 50 years, the core of his setting reflects a theological worldview that mirrored the scientific rise of the ’60s and the internal struggles of New York in the ’70s. Good and evil are clearly defined, yet the murkiness of individual motivations still seep through. In this volume, I encourage readers to look at Spider-Man through that historical lens, as well as one that deals with bioethical complexity.


Spider-Man’s Religious Origins

Before we look at specific essays in the text, let us revisit the origins of Spider-Man. Though it may seem like an odd choice for theological study, the webslinger has beginnings  that are influenced by religion. Spider-Man was created by Stan Lee, who was originally born Stanley Lieber, and Spidey was originally drawn by Jack Kirby, who was born Jacob Kurtzberg, both Jewish.2 This is not to stay that there was a plan to make Spider-Man Jewish, but it definitely points to Jewish influence. Stan Lee said that he “did not intend the character to be Jewish, [but] he does hint that he’s infused the characters with Jewish ethics.”3 Sam Raimi, the influential director of the first three mainstream Spider-Man films also comes from Jewish roots.4 He developed the first image of Spider-Man that many saw as he brought the hero to the big screen in a way not viewed before. As we will see in this volume, his films are rife with theological imagery. As is often the case in robust art, religious influences are at their root. Both guilt and humor point to Spider-Man’s Jewishness; Marvel writer Danny Fingeroth even describes Spidey as “‘almost Seinfeld with webbing. . . .”5 Spidey is surrounded by Judaism and Jewish influences. This is exacerbated by the very localized New York flavor of Spider-Man. He is just a “friendly neighborhood Spider-Man,” something we are continually reminded of, even recently in Spider-Man: Homecoming and Spider-Man: Far from Home.6 In these movies we see a special emphasis connecting Spidey to his New York roots, despite the fact that the movies follow on the heels of the more cosmic battles found in the Avengers films. Spider-Man is a New Yorker, and I can state that, even as a Chicagoan, he is “one of us.” He represents the inner-city grit of a city-dweller, and the richness of religious and cultural infusions that this entails. Part of the reason that Spider-Man resonates with me, as well as so many others, is this complex tapestry of philosophy and culture. So, if nothing else, we can see that Spider-Man has both external and internal theological influences.


Spider-Man as Theological Subject

In addition to religious influence in his origin, Spidey is a perfect study for modern theology due to his dual nature, introspective philosophy, and scientific curiosity. These three areas of inquiry make Spider-Man a necessary figure of study for popular culture and theology. He embraces the modern world, and his movement parallels the more recent forms of interdisciplinary theology. First, his dual nature creates an instant parallel with the two natures of Jesus Christ. Though Spider-Man is not the God-man that Jesus Christ is, he is the Spider-Man. His natures are literally presented in his name. His title is hyphenated to accentuate these dual natures as one might read “God-man” in a theology textbook. I believe we often take for granted the name itself, but this feature also points to a key reason his name is “Spider-Man” and not Spiderman, as some may mistakenly refer to him. He is both spider and human; two natures in one person. This alone creates some interesting possibilities for theological study, as well as bioethical discussion. If one were inclined they might ask what it means to be of two natures and what power and responsibilities come with this. In addition, the fact that Spider-Man’s true nature is known only to a few people raises questions about the hiddenness of his “theological” nature.

Second, Spider-Man is full of introspective philosophical and theological questions. He lives in the shadow of the murder of his Uncle Ben and struggles with the everyday things we all struggle with. Due to his “everyman” status while still being a superhero, he is exceptionally poised to ask deeper existential questions about good and evil, love and loss, and forgiveness and redemption. Flowing from his status as the “Spider”–“Man,” he is forced to struggle with deeper questions due to his own powers and responsibilities. A prime example of this would be in his own vocation as a superhero, and specifically in tragic events such as the death of Gwen Stacy. Spidey, or maybe we should say Peter Parker, cares about love and friendship and as the stakes are raised in these relationships due to his nature(s), Peter must suffer along with those around him.

Third, Spider-Man is set in a scientific world that raises many questions of both a bioethical nature and a supernatural one. The villains of Spider-Man, as well as Spidey himself, are the result of genetic and related scientific experimentation. In some respect, it is the overreach of science that creates both the hazards and the salvations in the world of Spider-Man. This alone is fertile ground for theological and ethical discussion. Part of the reason that Spider-Man ages well is due to the fact that, like good science fiction, it actually presents a narrative with which the “real world” catches up. It is predictive. The scientific innovation in Spider-Man can now be seen as reality, making theological and philosophical study of Spidey more relevant now than it might have been fifty years ago.

In addition to these three themes, Spider-Man also opens the door for theological study based on standard archetypes and themes found in all superhero literature: good vs. evil, a demigod vs. humanity, theological anthropology—broadly speaking, as well as many others. In this volume the authors present a solid representation of all of the above themes, tying them to historical, systematic, and constructive theology.

In sum, the Spider-Man narrative is a deep well of source material for modern theological conversation. Given the almost sixty-year history of his comic books, the long history of television and merchandising, and the recent twenty-year history of blockbuster films, now is a perfect time for us to engage in this study. The intersection of culture, science, mythology, and source material has resulted in this volume of creative theological dialogue.




Chapters in this Book

In this vein, there is a broad diversity of essays contained in this book. Some books naturally lend themselves to categorical divisions, but for the sake of trying to be as organic as possible, the essays are not categorized. I have, however, tried to pair essays that are natural fits. In this regard, we start with two essays on sin, followed by two essays on forgiveness and salvation. This forges the foundation of a key theological pairing, sin and salvation, to open the volume. What else could be at the center of a Christian theology but the nature of sin and salvation from sin by Jesus Christ? In these first four essays, we see the Christian gospel presented with interdisciplinary dialogue, using historical theology and scripture to develop these key themes.

It is only natural that the first essays begin with a retelling of the basic gospel message of sin and forgiveness. The volume begins with “Sin and Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man: A Spider-Hamartiology” by Jerome Van Kuiken. Dr. Van Kuiken presents us with a journey through the three Sam Raimi Spider-Man movies, connecting each one to the classic trilogy of ideas from Thomas Aquinas: the world (Spider-Man 2), the flesh (Spider-Man 3), and the devil (Spider-Man). Van Kuiken dives into the imagery of these films, placing them into dialogue with Aquinas and presenting a robust picture of sinfulness in Spider-Man, creating a hamartiology for the series.

Continuing the discussion of sin is Peter Admirand, with the essay “Tyger, Lamb, Spyder, Hunter: Kraven’s Last Hunt and The Web of Theodicy.” Dr. Admirand engages the six-part comic book series from 1987, “Kraven’s Last Hunt.” The story is spread out over The Amazing Spider-Man, The Spectacular Spider-Man, and Web of Spider-Man, in two issues a piece, which detail Spider-Man’s apparent “death” and “resurrection.” Admirand places this key story arc into dialogue with the classic poems authored by William Blake, “The Tyger” and “The Lamb.” Doing a literary comparison such as this reveals interesting possibilities engaging theodicy and redemption in this well-known group of comics.

Following the two chapters dealing with sin, we look to two chapters that show outright redemption. In chapter three, David K. Goodin gives us the essay “Untangling the Web of Sins: The Superior Spider-Man as Secular Hagiography.” In this piece, Dr. Goodin presents a comparison of Superior Spider-Man’s presentation of Dr. Otto Octavius with the Desert Father Moses the Ethiopian. Just as Moses moves from a life of crime to one of redemption/holiness, we see the movement of Dr. Octopus’ heart in Superior Spider-Man to one that is more pure. Redemption is the key theme in both narratives, and one at the heart of all good theology.

In this same vein, Travis B. Hill shares an essay on forgiveness in chapter four: “Let Him Be to You as a Goblin: Forgiveness as the Defeat of Evil in Spider-Man Comics.” Hill looks at forgiveness using the Gospel of Matthew and a fourfold approach that discusses forgiveness with justice, the enemy, the divine community, and the self. Forgiveness is the key theme in Christian theology and this volume would not be complete without an exploration of the topic. Goodin and Hill have placed us on the right path in their contributions.

The remaining eight essays in the volume cover a vast array of theological topics, filling out a more rounded picture of what a systematic theology of Spider-Man might look like. Beginning this path is the essay in chapter five by George Tsakiridis, “‘Look Out, Here Comes the Spider-Man’: An Exploration of the Creedal Theology of Spider-Man.” In this essay, Dr. Tsakiridis offers a look at two of the key creedal phrases of Spider-Man mythology. First, the classic phrase, “With great power comes great responsibility,” and second, a look at a longer creedal statement: the theme song from the classic 1967 Spider-Man cartoon. Both of these are true statements of faith for any fan of Spidey and lay a foundation for understanding the heart of the Spider-Man canon.

Chapter six follows with an essay by John C. McDowell, “Moral Formation in Pedagogies of Violence: Civil War’s Peter Parker.” In this essay, Professor McDowell invites us to look at Peter’s moral development through the 2006–2007 comic book series Civil War, as well as the related film, Captain America: Civil War. Ethics and moral development are an important theme for Spider-Man since his inception, and McDowell brings helpful insight to a complicated issue, drawing out Peter Parker’s role in this complex web of relationships.

Furthering the theme of ethics, Michael Buttrey and Leah DeJong bring us a discussion of genetics and bioethics in chapter seven: “Peter Parker’s Progeny: Power, Genetics, and Virtuous Parenting in Spider-Girl.” In this essay Buttrey and DeJong look at key ethical questions related to parenting and genetic enhancement through Peter and Mary Jane’s experience with their children, Benji and May. Creating dialogue with prominent Christian ethicists, the authors present us with a helpful bioethical discussion on how parents might deal with difficult genetic questions from a theological point of view.

In chapter eight, Matthew Vega and Russell P. Johnson offer reflection on Miles Morales and Into the Spider-Verse. In this piece, “‘Not Gonna Turn Invisible’: Into the Spider-Verse and Black Theology,” Vega and Johnson discuss the parallel between James Cone and Miles Morales and their journeys to ask questions of identity. As Into the Spider-Verse moves the Spider-Man narrative forward by asking key questions about identity, theological inquiry also often centers around human identity. In this piece, the authors give us key insights into contextual theology and theological identity.

Chapter nine contains the essay “A Web of Significations: The Hermeneutics of Theological Anthropology in Marvel’s Spider-Man” by Ched Spellman. Dr. Spellman looks at hermeneutics and interpretation in the 2018 video game Spider-Man. Using a hermeneutical foundation to look at the themes in this game adds a much-needed interpretive theological lens to this text, as well as a look at a growing entertainment genre. Storytelling in video games has become so advanced that it truly is the future in narrative entertainment. For both theological and media related reasons, Spellman’s contribution to this volume adds great value.

Chapter ten, “Venom, the Liberation Theologian,” departs from the traditional Spidey storyline to turn theology on its head. Josh McDonald presents an insightful piece on Venom, the symbiote, who is the antihero version of Spider-Man. While Spidey’s actions line up with many traditional theological categories, Venom’s methods are unorthodox as he seeks to help the oppressed. McDonald’s piece gives us a review of classic liberation theology through the lens of the antihero, Venom.

In chapter eleven, Allan Novaes shares the essay “Loss, Death, and Afterlife: Thanatology and Theology in Spider-Man Comics.” In this article, Professor Novaes presents a multitude of views on death and dying and connects them with a thorough study of death in Amazing Fantasy #15, Amazing Spider-Man, and the Amazing Spider-Man annual. Focusing predominately on the deaths of Gwen Stacy and Uncle Ben, Novaes creates a valuable look at how death and the afterlife is portrayed in different issues. This gives us a necessary view of theological anthropology and eschatology in the world of Spider-Man through a comprehensive look at key issues.

The volume closes with an essay by Joseph E. Gaston in chapter 12: “Spider-Man: An Icon in Your Pocket.” Gaston delineates how Spider-Man fits as an icon and how a theological icon differs from a cultural one. Due to the popularity of Spidey toys throughout the years, specifically the classic Mego Spider-Man figure of yesteryear, Spidey has been quite the iconic representation for children (and adults) for many years. This essay begins to take us down the path of iconic representation and where the theological boundaries lie.

As you can see, this volume begins with core theology and covers topics in a multitude of areas: hermeneutics, creeds, bioethics, theological anthropology, iconography, identity, and liberation theology. The core theological values of Spider-Man are explored along with a diversity of topics, allowing this volume to become a quasi-systematic theology of our favorite hero. The transformative nature of theology is present in the transformation of our hero. Just as Peter Parker has been transformed into Spider-Man, the transformation we see in theological study is explicated in new and creative ways. Covering multiple genres of media, multiple theological topics, and a diversity of author backgrounds, it is my hope that this text engages your imagination and theological creativity.



Notes

1. Wilson Koh. “Everything Old Is Good Again: Myth and Nostalgia in Spider-Man,” Continuum: Journal of Media & Culture Studies (Vol. 23, No. 5, October 2009, 735–747), 736–737.

2. Samuel G. Freedman, “Was There a Driving Theological Force Behind Spiderman?” New York Times, Late Edition (East Coast) (New York, September 23, 2006), 5.

3. Simcha Weinstein, Up, Up, and Oy Vey! How Jewish History, Culture, and Values Shaped the Comic Book Superhero (Baltimore: Leviathan Press, 2006), 101.

4. Ibid., 100–101.

5. Ibid., 100.

6. Spider-Man: Homecoming, directed by Jon Watts (Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures, 2017); Spider-Man: Far from Home (Culver City, CA: Columbia Pictures, 2019).
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