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Preface

Marveling Religion: Visual Culture as a Common Tongue

Daniel White Hodge and Jennifer Baldwin

So, can we keep it real here? I mean, let me be honest, the year that this text is being written is one of the most difficult years we have had in the contemporary Western world. A pandemic. A president that is anything but normal. A racial reckoning in the United States. The loss of truth as a common baseline and the rise of “fake-news.” I mean, there is no part of me, Hodge, that feels like a superhero. Most of this feels like the ending of Infinity War (2018), when people start to fade away into small pieces of matter; in fact, that is quite reminiscent of what Covid-19 is doing to so many. Except the reality is we do not have a Stark-created time machine that can bring those who have fallen to the Coronavirus back. So, we are left with a void. These are dark times, at least for me, Hodge. It has taken me so much just to scribble out an introduction to such a great book like this; if anything, I feel so much of the weight of being Black and entombed in the four walls of my house that any form of creativity goes to, well, remodeling the bathroom. Religiously speaking, there could be a lot to interpret from this. Is it the end of the world? Are we witnessing the “wrath of God?” I am not so sure or convinced on either of those thought processes. But here we are; in it. I only wish I could have a spaceship like Peter Quill that could take us out of this mess and find a new planet. Yet, so much of what is happening feels like some type of Thanos snapped their fingers and, here we are with no escape. I know, I know, there are a lot of folks that have it much worse; I get that. It just bears noting that a book dealing with superheroes and religion seems a bit odd and out of sorts, right? Or is it?

I mean, it is interesting, is it not? The notion that a comic book series could generate such a response. I mean, something that was once looked at as a child’s way of escape into fantasy is now front and center of so many conversations, and look, now we have a book dealing with the religion of it all! Amazing. What a time to be alive, right? Well, let us ponder that and the significance of religion within the Marvel Comic Universe (MCU). I, Hodge, grew up in a strict and rigid religious household; often anything that did not have an explicit “Jesus” sticker on it was proxy to being “secular” or “of the world.” So, comic books were of course not exactly a “spiritual” oasis that my family would approve of as “biblical.” Still, I was able to sneak a few in and, can I just be honest here? I was not impressed—it did not make sense to me! It was difficult, for me, to get into the story. My entry into the MCU would not come until years later when I was an adult and had attended academic panels on comic books. But, in that time something else had developed in me, a sense of story and the critical inquiry of it through popular culture. I was now fascinated with how religion and theology show up in the complex narratives of characters within the film. Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight (2008) gave a visual tale of a multifaceted hero in Batman and the dystopian space The Joker took up was scene stealing. Yes, I realize that is from the D.C. universe, but my point here is that there is a lot to unpack with “superheroes.” It is not a simple cut-and-paste heroism. Growing up superheroes were perfect, pure, always able to overcome. The narratives of those who “help us mortals” did not always resonate with me. As a racially Black man, there were very few superheroes I could identify with and my idealization of White cis male heroes wearing capes to “save all” was all but vanished by my early teens. So, an all-encompassing hero to make things right was not present for me. Until I was introduced in a better manner, to the MCU and its complexity and multi-layered characters—they were not perfect! Genius in some sense like Bruce Banner or Tony Stark, but wrought with rage, trauma, angst, dysfunctional pride, and even depression. These are not traits typically seen in what we conceptualize as superheroes.

More importantly, in a culture that appears to desire more of the authentic human experience, it would seem a scrappy crew of Avengers is exactly what we need now. Not a polished embodied perfected superhero that only has one or two hang-ups. No. We need something that is a little messy; I love the line from Talos in Captain Marvel (2019) in that we all have our hands dirty from war. So true.

And what do we make of deity in all this? Thanos, in many ways, could be a version of the Old Testament God situated clearly in the Christian faith. God, being all powerful and in control of a lot of the elements, can cause plagues, massive floods, planetary extinctions, and even nuke cities at their own will. Sounds like a Thanos to me. And the jargon that Thanos’s team uses such as cleansing, and sacrifice; wow. That is eerily similar to Old Testament language; Ebony Maw could be Elijah or even Joshua for that matter, with his zealous fundamentalism for his master. And doesn’t Thanos have a stimulating point to make about resources, population increases, and social capital? It is something that the God of the Old Testament refers to when people would stray too far from God’s “plan.” Most of the time, humans were at the whim of God’s power much like so many civilizations were to Thanos. Thanos is so strong; it took the entire combined power of the Avengers to defeat him and that is including Captain Marvel and Hulk. That is something to consider.

What about the technology that is covered in connection to religion? I, Hodge, have long contended that the God and Jesus deities in the Christian faith are simply Type IV civilizations whose technological advancements look like nothing more than magic to their creations. They are the original organic architects who, in some way, could have owned an Infinity Stone or created a world in which their creations would serve them—they would not have much of a choice. In many ways, the language used in the Christian Canon reflects that of Quantum language and Metaphysics to describe a God or just a technological being far beyond our understanding. Could God just be another cog in the wheel of the universe attempting to conquer worlds like Thanos and we, their servants, are left “worshipping” God only because their technology outreaches us and we surmise that technology down to religion? You have to remember; Stark was quite the humanist until he met Thor—even though he tried to fight him with his own technology. Further, Thor was, in fact, a God to humans; it is part of what made him so arrogant in that people worshiped him. Loki had another good point in The Avengers (2012) in that humans needed to be ruled; that we looked for someone to lead us. Wow. A true statement—especially in times of peril or danger. Loki figured we, humans, were an easy group to rule given our lack of technological achievement. God from the Old Testament could fit right into this and Jesus could have been a Thor-like character who wanted to run interference between us and his parents.


Visual Culture and Sacred Texts

It is no doubt that visual and social media culture is making an indelible mark on the cultural language of the twenty-first century. From Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok to YouTube, streaming services like Hulu and Netflix, and cinema franchises that span platforms, our cultures’ primary means of social communication is through visual media. Print media like physical newspapers and books are waning in their capacity to provide the shared language of our culture, for better or worse. Consequently, if academic pursuits desire to remain relevant and believe that there is a significant common benefit offered by careful analysis and rigorous theory construction, scholars would be wise to engage with the visual media that often captures popular awareness and speaks to the shared affect of the times. The idea that popular forms of visual media function as a common language is not new. In fact, the stained glass windows in houses of worship often functioned as a sacred text for populations prior to widespread literacy. Social images have always been a common language that functioned both prescriptively and descriptively—showing us who we can aspire to be and who we are in both our fears and gifts. The primary element that changes over time as a consequence of the growth in technological complexity is the form of our visual media and the range of affect, imagination, and complexity it is able to convey. Graphic novels are more complex, responsive, reflective, and complete than stained glass windows. Virtual reality is more complex and immersive than cinema. In our current technotemporal age (especially in the age of covid), cinema via streaming platforms and social media is the most prolific and best primed to contribute to cultural discourse and mirror social affect.

The Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) and its streaming and televised offspring (2008–ongoing) provide a critical lens through which to examine dominant trends in our shared life precisely due to its longevity, diversity, and internal continuity. While the historical and cultural vision of the MCU is truncated in comparison to its comic source materials, the MCU’s global distribution via film and television grants it a popular cultural awareness, fandom, and currency that dwarfs the comic books. Since 2008’s introduced the wider populace to Tony Stark with his concluding pronouncement “I am . . . Iron Man,” the visual world crafted through the MCU, television, and streaming has developed alongside the prevailing cultural currents. The critiques of capitalism, toxic masculinity, and armament that were central to the opening film grew into a recognition of the importance of representation and diversity. As the MCU moved toward greater representation in phase three, it aptly shifted the “heroes journey” to reflect societal challenges faced by our heroes and heroines including patriarchy, global responsibility, repatriations, climate change, genocide, and colonialism. The depth of representation cultivated in the course of the first three phases of the MCU, while remaining vastly insufficient, provides fruitful soil to explore shifts in our cultural norms over the course of twelve years (2008–2019)—to look at who we have been, who we are, and who we want to be.

As a field ripe with popular currency and of societal reflection, the MCU can be a prism through which scholars can world-reflect and world-build. What are the themes present in the media? How do they illuminate or conceal components of our shared cultural and religious life? How do they creatively reflect to us our generativity and our limitations? What hermeneutical lenses are most effective in cinematic exegesis? As an academically inclined person (Baldwin) who is married to a nonacademic comic lover, we have very different interests with regard to the MCU and the place of analysis and post-viewing commentary. For my partner, he is primarily interested in seeing how filmmakers bring characters and storylines to life on the screen. The visual media is an end unto itself. For me, these films are a beginning of the conversation that is most vitalizing when it can inform or illuminate patterns in our current culture and historical context. This type of book is the next layer of fun for me; for others, it is an unnecessary complication of something meant just to entertain and provide an escape from the demands of daily life. For those of us burdened with a desire to glean additional meaning and depth from the artistic work of others, questions of how we go about that work and toward what end will orient the path we travel and how we identify ourselves within the visual media. Do we identify ourselves and those who agree with us as the hero? (Spoiler alert: most of us will.) To what degree are we willing to demonize the other in order to solidify that belief regardless of historical or ethical analysis? Identification without a guiding hermeneutic can become dangerous as the sacred becomes at risk of turning to the demonic.


Religion and Assembling the Avengers

Religion, in broad conceptualization, are the practices that members of a community enact and perform together for the purpose of connecting to and exploring the sacred. As distinct from spirituality as the set of our personal practices of connection to the divine presence, faith as a Tillichian concept of centering one’s life, and theology as the linguistic and conceptual articulation of spirituality, faith, and religion, religion itself includes the symbolic, ritual, and embodied acts that tie us together as a community of faith. The content of our shared faith can range from political parties, nationalities, sports teams, or even religions more commonly understood but all include symbols of meaning, rituals of inclusion/exclusion, and practices that enhance intergroup connections. As a set of embodied practices that tie members of a community together, religion is assembling with a shared mission. When religion enjoins toward the sacred, as in our most common understanding, we share songs of praise, confessions of faith, gestures of devotion, and rites of life passage and community inclusion. When religion binds our citizenry, we sing anthems, recite pledges, salute, and vote. If we happen to be a superhero in the Marvel Universe, we show up to the fight, protect our friends, complete the mission, leave no one behind, and when the time comes, assemble. The internal codes that uniquely guide all communities and their members are also present and equally malleable for the Avengers.

Within the MCU, the journey of assembly begins, in a sense, with Tony Stark’s disclosure “I am . . . Iron Man.” Echoing the self-identification of YHWH to Moses as “I am,” Tony points to himself as the centralizing god of this universe—at least until Thor shows up. However, Tony’s godship isn’t through a distinction of being; rather it is through his creative technological ability. His capacity to create from the chaos of the caves a supertechnosapien. Tony is not divine. He is a super co-creator. The task of assembling builds through the first three phases as we are introduced to more characters. As our heroes increase in number, they expand our awareness of the scope of the universe—its mysteries, gifts, and challenges expand geographically, temporally, dimensionally, and mystically. Not only do we depart from Earth as THE central location and get a glimpse of it as Midgard for the Asgardians and as C-53 through the naming system of the Kree, though it remains a common location, we also travel throughout the universe, into the quantum realm and the dark dimension, and through time. As the scope of our awareness grows, so does our awareness of human and Earth vulnerability. Human beings are not only not the only living beings in the universe; we are not even the most technologically, intellectually, or physically advanced. If Copernicus and Galileo were a significant threat to the centrality of Earth and humanity by advancing heliocentrism, what does the idea that we are designated as C-53 say about human centrality and dominance? Talk about a center that cannot hold. However, it is precisely threats from a greater power wielding the power of the creation of the universe that leads to our Avengers assembling in their fullness, cohesion, and strength. Teased in the final seconds of Age of Ultron, viewers are rewarded with Captain America’s call “Avengers assemble” as all of the heroes emerge through portals to battle 2014 Thanos and crew. Decentralization from the centers of American wealth, technology, and militarization that characterized Iron Man, Hulk, and Captain America materialize into a universally diverse ensemble capable of matching and defeating a universal threat.

The inquiry of what makes one human super or divine only becomes more complex as the viewer moves through the phases calling us to both expand and refine what it means to be a god/God. As Hodge invites us to consider in the opening section, the question of humanity and our relation to divinity is ripe soil in the MCU. What does it mean to be a god/God? What happens to the collective theology of monotheistic traditions when Thor shows up? What about when Thor gets his butt kicked? Or when half of all life in the universe goes up in a puff of ash, reminding us of Ash Wednesday, Shoah, and our creation from chaos clay, and YHWH still doesn’t show up? What if being a god isn’t ultimately about controlling power and directing universal events? While these are evocative theological questions, terrifying or enraging some and exciting others, they are not questions at the center of concern within the MCU. The larger arch in this universe, thus far, is about personal identity formation, overcoming adversity in a wide variety of forms, community building, and accountability for those who wield power. They offer us, as viewers, a multitude of templates for how we could navigate these forms of questions and challenges in our lives and communities. When we face overwhelming trauma, will we face post-traumatic symptoms like Tony or escape into alcohol like Thor? When we encounter devastating loss, will we return to our ancestral homes and build a community like T’Challa or stoke the fires of vengeance and retribution like Killmonger/N’Jadaka—and which one holds the more just response? How do we see through the mirages of alternative facts spun by those who only seek power and fame like Mysterio in Far From Home?

One of the reasons this cinematic universe is so compelling is that the answers it offers are rarely easy. While Thanos was the “bad guy” of the Infinity Saga, 2018 Thanos also kinda had a good point. When particular ­species overrun the capacity of the ecosystem to support their life and the lives of other species, what is the ethical response? For humans on this planet, we are fairly adept at increasing hunting permissions to reduce the population size of various animals and yet are abysmal at noticing the ways in which the impact of our collective life on the planet is decimating other species and threatening the sustainable health of the planet. These forms of ethical questions permeate the films in the MCU and call us to imagine how we might respond. Ethics, like theology or religious studies, requires us to extend beyond the particularities of our personal lives to consider bigger questions. These matters are not tangential to our religious or spiritual lives. They flow from them and reflect them. How we embody our sense of connection to the divine, however we encounter and understand it, will manifest in how we care for others in our midst, utilize our power, and respond to challenging demands. Sometimes our hero/ines make a good choice and rise to the occasion. Sometimes they collapse under the weight of loss or pressure. And sometimes the “villians” surprise us with
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