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Hollywood Theology: The Commodi�cation
of Religion in Twentieth-Century Films

Jeffery A. Smith

A motion picture is a product formed by the intricate inter-
play of �lm industry forces and cultural expectations. Hollywood
must attract audiences and audiences crave grati�cation or, perhaps,
edi�cation.1 Movies with religious themes can deal with momentous
issues, but take the risk of affronting deeply held beliefs. Problems
naturally arise when matters as sensitive and speculative as the activ-
ity of the Creator and the role of the created become entertainment
marketed to mass audiences. Technicolor scenery, special effects, ce-
lebrity actors, spiced-up scripts, and other big-screen production
values may seem disrespectful or may divert attention away from
serious re�ection. Critics of consumer society have pointed to the
manipulation, super�ciality, and commercialization found in mass
media environments2 and �lm scholars have evaluated movies with
religious topics,3 but questions remain about cinematic treatments of
ultimate meaning. The motion picture industry’s customers have a
multitude of spiritual perspectives. What underlying postulates
about God’s relationship with the world has Hollywood presented
and how were they shaped during the tumultuous twentieth-century?
How did �lmmakers attempt to resolve the dif�culties that occurred
as they peddled religious thought and feeling for a pro�t?

An abridged account of developments in Hollywood theol-
ogy surely cannot exhaust all the possibilities for historical documen-
tation and interpretation, but may be able to identify some of the
more discernible factors at work, particularly the precautions the stu-
dios used in their religious storytelling. Scholars usually expect mass
communication content to conform to prevailing standards of accept-
ability,4 but movies may challenge existing mores in an effort to offer
fresh excitement or to position themselves in pro�table markets. The
portrayal of religion can be widely embraced in its mass-mediated, in-
tellectually degraded forms.5 An analysis of the �lm industry’s ap-
proaches to Divine Providence and to people’s religiosity can show
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192 Religion and American Culture

how suppositions about supernatural power and humanity’s result-
ing status emerged in Hollywood’s �rst century.

Constructions of Providence have often rested on one of two
general positions that were evident in motion pictures before mid-
century: the decisive intervention associated with classic theism and
the more subtle in�uence of divine inspiration promoted by more lib-
eral theorists.6 A traditional theistic approach can make the Almighty
the direct cause of events. Producer Darryl F. Zanuck told his writers
that the ideal religious �lm included the “miracle of faith where
God’s hand reaches out when all is lost.”7 Classic theism was predom-
inant in the early years of motion pictures and did not completely dis-
appear even as other theological understandings took hold. Even a
sentimental, low-budget �lm like The Blood of Jesus (1941), a movie
about a devout woman (Cathryn Caviness) brought back to life after
her friends pray and she resists Satan (James B. Jones), could draw au-
diences with a happy ending made in heaven.8 The mass sufferings of
World War, the Depression, the Holocaust, and Hiroshima, however,
apparently fostered reevaluations of God’s relationship to humanity.
Filmmakers took up the challenge with popular cultural versions of
liberal theology that made the Supreme Being mainly persuasive and
people largely responsible for the outcome of events. Such depictions
of a patient God attracting people to religious ideals, however, could
suffer from perceptions that a self-limiting Lord was still blameable
for misplacing trust and not being in�uential enough.9

The most noteworthy developments of the second half of
the century were two additional categories: �lms with existentialist
overtones and, later, highly commercial concoctions that often had a
New Age or hedonistic outlook. After movies were freed from the
constraints of the industry’s formal self-censorship in the agitated
atmosphere of the 1960s, a number of �lms undertook a radical re-
design of religion in which uncertainty is acknowledged and indi-
viduals are remarkably free. The speculation that God is dead or
largely dormant gained ground in the cinema and anxious human
beings were expected to make authentic, personal choices about
what to believe and what to do without a universal moral system.
Motion pictures began to convey resentment and ridicule of institu-
tionalized religion. The other new type of �lm industry product became
most conspicuous in the 1990s as �ashy, frothy movies frequently re-
lated the divine to enjoyable earthly experience. Religious doctrine
was reformulated into carefully marketed morsels of highly sweet-
ened pleasure available in suburban mall multiplexes and mega-
plexes. Spirituality was being reduced to a self-regarding satisfaction
suitable for a consumer culture.
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Hollywood Theology 193

Classic Theism

Films can maintain a somewhat safe distance between the sa-
cred and the profane simply by offering, like other forms of visual art,
a mediated and more or less ecumenical creation to the viewer. Al-
though Passion plays on stage had signi�cant press, of�cial, and
church opposition in the late nineteenth-century United States, the
subject of Christ’s life was the topic of at least half a dozen imported
or domestic �lms in 1897 and 1898. The �ickering images may have
seemed more akin to religious art than to what actors did in a theater.
In any case, American churches could embrace the infant medium at
the turn of the century as a means of advertising and of competition
with public amusements. One reason that entrepreneurs saw oppor-
tunities was that showing the �lms on Sundays could be an exception
to blue laws. At least seventy movies with basic Bible themes were
made in the United States and Europe before the outbreak of World
War I. Not straying far from scripture or from reverent �ction, these
early religious motion pictures dramatized divine judgments and
miracles in straightforward fashion, often with great care as the in-
dustry matured. One of the �rst American movies, The Passion Play
(1898), was shot on a New York City rooftop, but a later one, From the
Manger to the Cross (1912), was �lmed at what were thought to be exact
locations in Egypt and Palestine. Both �lms were highly pro�table.10

Exhibitors nevertheless had to be mindful of religious sensi-
bilities. Hollywood mogul Adolph Zukor recalled doing “land of�ce
business” with Pathé’s The Life and Passion of Jesus Christ (1908), but a
priest in Newark threatened to call in city authorities because he
thought it was sacrilegious to show the movie in a theater rather than
in a church. The priest decided not to act when Zukor explained that
the �lm was saving him from bankruptcy. An article in Moving Picture
World advised theater managers to begin their promotions of From the
Manger to the Cross by meeting with clergy and church workers and
offering them previews that would demonstrate “the reels in no way
give offense.” The writer, Epes Winthrop Sargent, said the movie used
“reverent repression” of theatrical effects and should be courteously
defended and tastefully advertised. “The life of Christ is not a subject
to be ‘circused’ in the usual fashion,” he said. Publicity on billboards
and in newspapers would be acceptable, he thought, but not “peram-
bulating advertisements whether by sandwich boards or wagon.”
Sargent suggested cautious ways of marketing the �lm through
churches and recommended having soothing singing, soft organ mu-
sic, and a little incense at the showings. “Avoid such jarring notes as
surpliced ushers and the display of religious emblems,” he added.
“Despite the sacredness of the subject you are conducting a theatre;
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194 Religion and American Culture

not a church.”11 From the Manger to the Cross tells the story of Christ’s
life with an emphasis on miracles and, except for stating time periods,
uses only Gospel quotations in the title cards.

During and after World War I, contemporary social and pol-
itical concerns became intertwined with the biblical in cinema. D. W.
Grif�th’s monumental, melodramatic Intolerance: Love’s Struggle
throughout the Ages (1916) brings together stories of God’s love thwart-
ing injustice in ancient Babylon, Christ’s Judea, sixteenth-century
France, and the current United States. Although he did not have solid
sectarian convictions, Grif�th did have strong feelings about human
misery, artistic freedom, and the importance of motion pictures as a
medium for moral instruction. Intolerance begins with a title card that
reacts to the censorship controversies created by Grif�th’s earlier epic
Birth of a Nation (1915), a racist �lm that sympathizes with white
southerners during the Civil War and Reconstruction. The introduc-
tory statement in Intolerance denies any “wish to offend with impro-
prieties or obscenities” but demands “the same liberty that is con-
ceded to the art of the written word—that art to which we owe the
Bible and the works of Shakespeare.” Jesus (Howard Gaye) is shown
as a forgiving friend to sinners and as an opponent of Pharisees who
denounce simple pleasures. The American story in Intolerance por-
trays harsh labor conditions, the follies of self-righteous reformers,
and the cruelties of criminal justice. The prayers of a poor, devout
Catholic girl (Mae Marsh) are answered as she �nds a husband (Rob-
ert Harron) and as he is nearly hanged after being wrongly convicted
of murder. Grif�th hired clergy members for advice and a real-life
priest (A. W. McClure) for administering sacraments before the gal-
lows scenes, scenes that are placed in juxtaposition to Christ’s cruci-
�xion. Just as Birth of a Nation ends with Jesus pacifying con�ict, Intol-
erance has an epilogue with angels heralding an end to prisons and
war. Christ, a prototypical Hollywood savior, does not redeem human-
ity from sin so much as be what a title card calls “the greatest enemy
of intolerance.”12 Grif�th’s paternalistic, warmhearted Deity sees
injustices and imposes solutions.

Respect for religion was a tenet of the �lm industry’s self-
regulatory codes in effect from the 1920s to the 1960s. The “Thirteen
Points” adopted by the National Association of the Motion Picture In-
dustry in 1921 condemned movies giving offense to religion and reli-
gious leaders. In order to avoid accusations of contempt for God and
the clergy, studios used bowdlerization and plot devices that contrive
to show something potentially offensive and then indicate that it is
not actually happening in the story. One of the script safeguards is in-
dicating that less-than-admirable clergy characters had never been or-
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Hollywood Theology 195

dained. The clownish preacher played by Charlie Chaplin in The
Pilgrim (1923) is an escaped convict who assumes the identity of a
parson whose arrival in Devil’s Gulch, Texas, has been delayed. The
criminal clergyman (Paul Robeson) in Body and Soul (1925) is not only
an escaped prisoner and impostor but also commits many of his mis-
deeds in what turns out to be a dream.13 In other cases, such as The
Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) and West of the Water Tower (1924),
novels with dissolute clergy characters were made less objectionable.
Universal made cuts in the hunchback movie that were recom-
mended by Catholic consultants. Carl Laemmle, a producer of the
�lm, told reviewers in advance that he was taking necessary liberties
with an offensive novel and that the changes made no difference as
long as he made a great motion picture. “It is better to present a classic
in a palatable form than in an undigestible mass!” he insisted.14

As the Hollywood studios began using public relations tech-
niques to counteract criticism in the silent �lm era, they regularly con-
sulted with representatives of religious denominations and made rec-
ommended changes, but such efforts were sometimes to no avail.15

MGM’s comedy The Callahans and the Murphys (1927), for instance,
was withdrawn from distribution after complaints from Irish and
Catholic groups. A news release from the National Catholic Welfare
Conference said, “In its introduction of Catholic ‘atmosphere’—the
name of St. Patrick, the Cruci�x, the Sign of the Cross—it is a hideous
defamation of Catholic beliefs and practices.”16 The death of MGM’s
president, Marcus Loew, after the �lm opened was regarded by some
critics of the movie’s Irish Catholic stereotypes as a sign from
heaven.17 In 1927 the Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors of
America (MPPDA) endorsed a more speci�c list of “Don’ts and Be
Carefuls” that prohibited the profane use of God’s name and ridicule
of the clergy. The guidelines relied almost entirely on the willingness
of studios to cooperate, but at least provided some clues about how to
avoid cuts demanded by local and foreign censors.18

The care exercised by the studios was not enough to eliminate
fears that �lms were becoming a threat to public morality. A new self-
regulatory document was written after efforts to sanitize movies
proved ineffectual in the late 1920s. The Motion Picture Production
Code of 1930 stressed the “moral importance” of entertainment and es-
tablished standards that prohibited sympathy for wrongdoing or con-
tempt for religion. “Law, natural or divine, must not be belittled, ridi-
culed, nor must a sentiment be created against it,” the code declared.19

The industry, however, was soon responding to a Depression down-
turn in theater attendance with sensational fare that tested the will-
ingness of studios to comply with the new code. MPPDA of�cials did
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196 Religion and American Culture

get the makers of Frankenstein (1931) to mute a line the crazed scientist
(Colin Clive) utters at his moment of triumph: “Now I know what it
feels like to be God!” In other cases, particularly the violence of gang-
ster �lms and the sexual innuendoes of Mae West, adherence to the
standards suffered as questionable material proved popular. Under
pressure from religious groups, lawmakers, and bankers, Will Hays,
head of the MPPDA, created the Production Code Administration
(PCA) in 1934 to enforce the 1930 code.20 The PCA reviewed scripts
before production and had to approve movies before they were re-
leased. Films were expected to have “compensating moral values”
when evils were portrayed.21 In Angels with Dirty Faces (1938), for in-
stance, a clever mobster ( James Cagney) lives a daring life of crime,
but a priest (Pat O’Brien) convinces him to be a good in�uence on a
group of young ruf�ans before he is executed.

Hollywood already had experience in making plainly didactic
stories about the costs of sin such as The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse
(1921) with Rudolph Valentino, Prodigal Daughters (1923) with Gloria
Swanson, and Cecil B. DeMille’s classic The Ten Commandments (1923).
The dramatizing of iniquity, of course, did provide an opportunity for
provocative scenes. Valentino is an artful seducer before he meets his
fate, and Swanson enjoys party life before her father (Theodore Roberts)
can thank God that she has repented. The Ten Commandments sensation-
alizes the Bible by turning Miriam (Estelle Taylor), the singing and
dancing sister of Moses (Theodore Roberts), into a drunken, idolatrous
woman who is groped at a wild orgy. She is swiftly punished with lep-
rosy, and lightning strikes the golden calf the revelers are worshiping.
DeMille used surprisingly advanced special effects to show the sea
parting for Moses and then drowning the pharaoh (Charles de Roche)
who had enslaved the people of Israel. In the second part of the movie,
the lesson is updated with the story of a modern building contractor,
Dan (Rod La Rocque), who rejects religion, worships money, and
makes a point of breaking the commandments. His reverent mother
(Edythe Chapman) is killed when a church he built collapses because of
shoddy construction. The moral of the story then appears on the screen
for the silent �lm’s audience: “Dan begins to realize that, if you break
the Ten Commandments— they will break you.” Dan goes to his mis-
tress (Nita Naldi) for help, but he discovers that she has leprosy. He
shoots her and �ees in a boat that crashes into a rock. A quote from the
Gospel of Matthew is shown to sum up the �lm’s sermon: “For what is
a man pro�ted, if he shall gain the world, and lose his own soul?”
Dan’s wife (Leatrice Joy), who has contracted leprosy from him, is mi-
raculously cured after his Christ-�gure brother (Richard Dix), a carpen-
ter, reads the Bible story of Jesus curing a leper.
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Hollywood Theology 197

The Ten Commandments, like The Sign of the Cross (1932) and
other religious �lms DeMille directed, managed to serve up vicarious,
sinful pleasure under the protective lid of pious condemnation. The
Ten Commandments was advertised on a huge Times Square billboard
that featured bolts of electri�ed lightning striking tablets held by a
giant Moses. Yet, DeMille may have been as sincere a moralizer as
Grif�th, a director he regarded as a “great genius” who lacked busi-
ness sense and sound dramatic construction. DeMille knew how to
shape and sell a movie, but he also contemplated the questions of
theodicy. A man who thought that Providence affected his own life,
DeMille observed that Dan’s fate in The Ten Commandments was a mat-
ter of self-destruction. “Retribution comes upon him not as a vengeful
visitation of an arbitrary God: rather it grows inevitably out of his
own acts,” the director said, “for the moral law is as much a part of
the structure of the universe as the law of gravity.” DeMille, neverthe-
less, had to take pains to avoid offending audiences and to appease
potential critics. He hired hundreds of Orthodox Jews, ostensibly as
authentic-looking extras, for The Ten Commandments but had to make
amends when the commissary served ham on their �rst day of location
�lming.22 With the enthusiastic help of the Hays of�ce, DeMille courted
journalists and sought advice from clergy of various denominations.23

One of the consultants for DeMille’s Christ movie, The King of
Kings (1927), was Father Daniel Lord, the Jesuit priest who later wrote
Hollywood’s 1930 Production Code in an effort, Lord said, to over-
come the industry’s immoral pandering and “to tie the Ten Com-
mandments in with the newest and most widespread form of enter-
tainment.” Lord celebrated mass on location, a service that DeMille’s
autobiography described as “like a continued benediction on our
work, which began on the �rst day of shooting with a short service of
prayer participated in by representatives of the Protestant, Catholic,
Jewish, Buddhist, and Moslem faiths.” To preserve an aura of rever-
ence, the actor who played Jesus (H. B. Warner) was kept away from
the rest of the cast and normally allowed to speak only to DeMille
when in costume. The �lm began with a statement expressing a hope
that the portrayal would “play a reverent part in the spirit” of Christ’s
command that his message be taken around the world. Jesus had
been made ecumenical enough for dozens of earlier �lms and could
be a subject for additional, nontheatrical religious and educational
markets of Christians, but the �lm met with criticism from Jewish
groups and was banned in some cities. Of particular concern was the
implication that Jews were responsible for the Cruci�xion, an issue
that had forced Grif�th to reshoot scenes in Intolerance. A number of
changes were made in The King of Kings after negotiations with B’nai
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198 Religion and American Culture

B’rith. In Britain, where censors banned material representations of
Christ, a special license had to be given for the London screening.
Lord later successfully discouraged DeMille from making a Queen of
Queens �lm about Mary, the mother of Jesus.24

In his autobiography, DeMille said that he heard predictions
of disaster every time he made a biblical movie because the devout
would �nd it irreverent and the indifferent would dislike a �lm in
which “sanctimonious characters would walk around in long robes.”
The need to appeal to a broad audience may have been a factor in the
choice of Bruce Barton, a prominent advertising executive, as an addi-
tional consultant for The King of Kings. Barton was the author of The
Man Nobody Knows, a best-seller that portrayed Jesus as physically
strong and as a savvy practitioner of the same techniques used in suc-
cessful businesses. As a child, Barton disliked the Sunday school im-
ages of a sad, pale Jesus and of a God who “was always picking on
people for having a good time, and sending little boys to hell.” He
later decided that Christ needed a new image, one of a man who
could live outdoors, be a popular dinner guest, and forge “an organi-
zation that conquered the world.” During the Harding and Coolidge
administrations, many Protestant leaders celebrated business and
preached that religion pays off in worldly success, but DeMille did
not choose to make an explicit connection between the biblical and
the contemporary as he had done in The Ten Commandments.25 The
King of Kings did have elaborate costumes and sets as well as studies
in female anatomy, particularly that of Mary Magdalene (Jacqueline
Logan). The movie was also brimming with maudlin miracles. The
�rst appearance of Jesus is through the healing eyes of a blind child.
Christ resembles a magician as he �xes a girl’s doll and raises the
dead. However, the �lm goes to great lengths to make the Savior a
digni�ed, suffering, and caring man who would hug his mother (Dor-
othy Cumming), pick up a stray lamb, and preach the need to love
and not judge one another.

DeMille wrote in his 1959 memoirs that The King of Kings,
which he said had probably told the story of Jesus to more people
around the world than any single work except the Bible, rejected “the
effeminate, sanctimonious, machine-made Christs.” In what may
have been a reaction to those who condemned movies as immoral, the
director said Jesus was a hardy man with compassion for sinners and
contempt for hypocrites. A considerable amount of the pressure for
more edifying �lms came from another consultant for The King of
Kings, the Reverend George Reid Andrews, head of several groups
that promoted religious values in entertainment. DeMille’s autobiog-
raphy mentions that the other consultants, Lord and Barton, became
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Hollywood Theology 199

lifelong friends, a category from which Andrews is noticeably absent.
Before going to work on the script as a paid consultant, Andrews had
tried to get 10 percent of the gross receipts of the �lm given to his
Church and Drama Association and veto power over the script given
to the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCCCA),
an organization of liberal Protestant denominations that had made
him chairman of its Religious and Educational Committee. Relations
between producers and their Protestant critics deteriorated over such
issues and, in 1931, the FCCCA published a report attacking the indus-
try’s public relations methods. Not surprisingly, Hollywood showed
little interest in costly biblical spectaculars during the Depression and
World War II.26

Divine Providence, however, did not disappear from movie
screens. Wartime �lms frequently linked American objectives to
God’s will. The association was made unmistakable with titles such
as For God and Country (1943) and Wing and a Prayer (1944). In God Is
My Co-Pilot (1945), an American aviator (Dennis Morgan) learns to
rely on the Supreme Being with the help of a priest (Alan Hale). After
being grounded, the pilot prays to �y again and is given permission.
“More things have been brought about by prayer than this world
dreams of,” the priest says. The government’s Of�ce of War Informa-
tion (OWI) participated in �lm production through its guidelines and
script reviews. The OWI wanted the industry to emphasize that the
United States was �ghting a people’s war but sometimes leaned
heavily on studios to characterize the struggle as God’s war. The OWI
upset Paramount executives by asking for more divine approval in a
chaplain’s speech in So Proudly We Hail (1943), a hit �lm about army
nurses (Claudette Colbert, Paulette Goddard, and Veronica Lake) fac-
ing perils in the Philippines. The studio resisted making the movie
too preachy, but the OWI was satis�ed with the result that had re-
peated references to God and spoke of the “miracle” of the women’s
safe return.27 In Casablanca (1942), the departing words of Ilsa (Ingrid
Bergman) for Rick (Humphrey Bogart) that are read at the Paris train
station and heard at the Casablanca airport are “God bless you.” In
This Is the Army (1943), boxer Joe Louis is asked if he is nervous about
appearing in a morale-boosting show. “I quit worrying the day I got
into uniform,” he replies. “All I know is I’m in Uncle Sam’s army and
we’re on God’s side.” The movie, which has Ronald Reagan in a cen-
tral role, includes singer Kate Smith’s famed rendition of “God Bless
America.”28 Decades later, Smith was singing the song at hockey
games to give luck to the Philadelphia Flyers and the Deity was still
a factor in World War II �lms. In Memphis Belle (1990), American
bomber crews being briefed for a particularly dangerous mission over
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200 Religion and American Culture

Germany are told to do their best and leave the rest in the hands of
God. Soldiers in Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998) repeat-
edly call on the Supreme Being for assistance.

In contrast to the providential well-being of the United States,
Axis countries are diagnosed as having a reliance on false gods. As
American troops enter a bombed-out Italian village in the opening
scenes of A Bell for Adano (1945), for instance, they pass in front of a
huge portrait of Mussolini’s contorted face on a crumbling wall. The
local priest (Hugo Haas) tells his church members about the obedi-
ence God expects from them and from the occupiers. Prelude to War
(1942), the �rst of the U.S. military’s Why We Fight Series, told millions
of soldiers that Nazis attacked religious institutions and that the Japa-
nese fanatically worshiped their emperor. “Yes,” the narrator says,
“take children from the faith of their fathers and teach them the state
is the only church and the head of the state is the voice of God.” The
United States, at the same time, is presented as a land blessed with re-
ligious freedom. The war department’s Know Your Enemy: Japan (1945)
said the god-emperor system created a sense of divine mission that
was used to justify that country’s aggression. “If you are Japanese,”
the narrator says, “you believe you have been commanded by
Heaven to conquer all other races and peoples and put them under a
Japanese rule.” Occupation of�cials ordered the emperor to deny his
divinity and imposed media censorship that stopped references to
him as a god and that banned attacks on religion.29

The Star Wars and Indiana Jones movies made in the after-
math of the Vietnam debacle have the sacred and the sinister do battle
in public recreation reminiscent of the comic books and movie serials
of the World War II era. The two series were a lucrative balm for the
bruised national ego. A formula for enormous success was found in
the skillful combination of the satisfying righteousness of classic the-
ism with the pulse-quickening thrills of an action hero �lm. The Indi-
ana Jones series of the 1980s showed how movie mayhem could be
the result of supernatural powers in addition to the usual �sts and
�rearms. In Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), the wisecracking hero (Har-
rison Ford) competes with Nazis to locate the Ark of the Covenant be-
lieved to contain the broken tablets of the Ten Commandments and,
Jones says, “the power of God, or something.” Jones learns to respect
the power as it graphically obliterates the dastardly Germans. The ark
ends up being safely stored away in a vast warehouse by the U.S. gov-
ernment. Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984), the least popular
in the series, has the protagonist overcome supernatural strength as-
sociated with human sacri�ce and voodoo. In Indiana Jones and the
Last Crusade (1989), the Third Reich is seeking the Holy Grail from the
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Last Supper. An antiquities expert (Denholm Elliott) tells the Nazis,
“You’re meddling with powers you cannot possibly comprehend.” The
villains suffer hideous deaths in a divine obstacle course that protects the
Grail, but Jones, representing good, is able to pass through unharmed.
The malefactors’ plans to use divine capabilities are foiled again.

Perhaps the Indiana Jones movies escaped being condemned
as blasphemous (and could become the basis for Disney theme-park
attractions) because they have an all-American hero, a man named
Indiana, being on the side of moral might. The unambiguously evil
Nazis, who actually took the occult seriously when they were in
power, make the ideal opponent. They represent an un-Judeo-Christian
rejection of the importance of human lives, an un-American reliance
on dictatorship, and the supposed supremacy of a nation other than
the United States. Steven Spielberg, director of the Indiana Jones mov-
ies, did other work with Holocaust themes and with messages about
tolerance. A 1999 New York Times Magazine cover story titled “Steven
the Good” pro�led him as the most successful �lmmaker in history
and described his dedication to patriotism and to good triumphing
over evil. A “time-permitting” practitioner of Judaism, the director of
Amistad (1997), Schindler’s List (1993), E. T. the Extra-Terrestrial  (1982),
and Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) said he was proud of
making moral �lms that could not lead anyone astray. Most of his
large philanthropic gifts, he noted, were anonymous because a rabbi
told him those with his name attached would go unrecognized by
God. Explaining his interest in collecting Norman Rockwell illustra-
tions, Spielberg said, “Rockwell spoke volumes about a certain kind
of American morality.” Asked to characterize his own moral code, he
listed the Boy Scout virtues of being “trustworthy, loyal, helpful,
friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and
reverent.” Asked how he measured up, he said he did better on some
than on others but was “very reverent.”30

Sheer reverence for divine power, however, was dif�cult to
sell to audiences of the �nal quarter of the twentieth century. Ameri-
cans could appreciate fantasies that blessed their cinematic avatars
and exalted the human spirit over inhuman inventions in the Indiana
Jones and Star Wars series. However, to the generation that had wars
in Southeast Asia, Watergate, energy crises, and international terror-
ism to contemplate, a potent Providence could seem more like a mys-
tical energy of long ago and far away. The true-blue heroes discover
ancient, hallowed powers (the Force in the Star Wars �lms and biblical
furies in two of the Indiana Jones movies) that allow them to triumph
over their adversaries. The powers, however, seem antiquated and
transitory. In the end, comrades and loved ones rely on themselves

This content downloaded  on Tue, 29 Jan 2013 11:41:14 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


202 Religion and American Culture

and their relationships. The Star Wars victors are joined in brother-
hood and Jones is reconciled with a former girlfriend and with his
father. Personal feelings are experienced as the essence of spirituality
in a complex world of mass killing and oppressive technology. At the
same time, entertainment juggernauts of movies, merchandise rights,
and service-industry sponsorships were making billions of dollars by
repackaging religion as a series of feel-good adventures.31

George Lucas, the executive producer and a writer of the
Indiana Jones movies, wrote, directed, and produced Star Wars
(1977), a blockbuster in which virtuous space-traveling knights of
long ago and far away obtain their strength to do good from the
Force, a surrounding, binding energy from living things. In Star Wars
and the sequels The Empire Strikes Back (1980) and Return of the Jedi
(1983), the American-like heroes use the Force against a galactic em-
pire’s proto-Nazi villains who represent the “dark side” of the Force.
When Star Wars: Episode 1—The Phantom Menace was released in 1999,
a Time magazine cover story offered a lengthy Bill Moyers interview
with Lucas on the meaning of the Star Wars �lms. Lucas said he
wanted the movies to distill religious issues into “a more modern and
easily accessible construct—that there is a greater mystery out there.”
Offering a pastiche of profundities that encompassed various concep-
tions of Providence, he explained that using the Force meant taking a
“leap of faith” and trusting feelings. The two sides of the Force, Lucas
said, “are designed around compassion and greed.” He pointed out
that one of the main Phantom Menace themes is “organisms having to
realize they must live for their mutual advantage.” The �lms, Lucas
said, have lessons in friendship and in choosing a destiny in “a world
where evil has run amuck.”32

Divine Inspiration

By the 1930s, a decidedly more liberal theology, which dis-
counts divine intervention and leaves humans responsible for good
and evil, was opening cracks in the edi�ce of Hollywood’s classic the-
ism. The more liberal modes of thought, ones that emphasize rela-
tional conceptions of the self and God, see the Supreme Being as an
in�uence on what occurs. The meek who will inherit the Earth are not
the weak but rather those believers who are strong enough to sustain
loving relationships when the world and the people in it are not per-
fect.33 In her book Why Not Try God? Mary Pickford, the silent �lm ac-
tress, said that, as a child, she had not wanted to love a God who al-
lowed evil, but then, as an adult, she came to understand that a friendly
presence of bene�cent strength was always available to her. “God is a
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twenty-four hour station,” she wrote. “All you need to do is to plug
in.” By plugging in with truthful, good thinking, Pickford explained,
people “can have and use all the Love, all the Power, all the Courage,
all the Energy, all the Cheerfulness, all the Activity and all the Kindli-
ness of God.”34

The tectonic shift toward a more amiable and self-limiting
Deity is evident in The Green Pastures (1936), a �lm with an all-black
cast in a series of Bible stories that recount God’s disappointments
with humanity beginning with Adam and Eve. “You know you don’t
make no mistakes, Lord,” says Gabriel (Oscar Polk) before the Flood.
“So they tell me,” says De Lawd (Rex Ingram), “but I �nd I can be dis-
pleased, though.” After more frustrations and punishments, De Lawd
mutters, “Even being God ain’t no bed of roses.” By the end of the
movie, De Lawd has learned through his experiences and the Cruci�xion
that the Deity can suffer and that it is better to be a God of mercy than
of wrath. The �lm may have dodged criticism by being set up as tales
told to young Sunday school children and by having enough humor
and charming touches to make it clear that it did not have to be taken
too seriously. A patronizing statement at the beginning of the movie
says that God appears in many forms to believers. “Thousands of
Negroes in the Deep South visualize God and Heaven in terms of people
and things they know in their everyday life,” the disclaimer explains.
“The Green Pastures is an attempt to portray that humble, reverent
conception.” The reformed Lord in The Green Pastures realizes that
maintaining relationships with people is more meaningful than en-
forcing rules. The Supreme Being becomes more interested in under-
standing and persuading than in controlling.

The working of God’s love in people’s hearts can be found as
early as Civilization (1916), one of the antiwar movies made before the
United States entered World War I. The Thomas H. Ince production
has Christ show the consequences of battle to a bellicose despot who
is moved enough to bring his soldiers home. Such outcomes were es-
pecially noticeable in movies of the 1930s and 1940s. In Gabriel over
the White House (1933), an unprincipled, ineffectual president (Walter
Huston) is inspired by an unseen archangel (a presence indicated by a
breeze on curtains) to begin solving the nation’s Depression-era prob-
lems with a benevolent dictatorship. His deeds are accompanied by
“The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” which represents the Lord acting
militantly in the world. The �lm was a project of press lord William
Randolph Hearst, the apparent model for Citizen Kane eight years
later, and was watched several times by President Franklin D.
Roosevelt. Columnist Walter Lippmann described the movie presi-
dent as “the savior of mankind through the Gospel of Mr. Hearst.”35
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God’s love was also at work in lighter fare. The all-black romp Cabin
in the Sky (1943) has angels and devils competing for the soul of an
habitual gambler (Eddie “Rochester” Anderson) in what turns out to
be a dream. By the time he wakes up, he has been convinced to give
up betting. Trying to earn his wings, a novice guardian angel (Henry
Travers) in Frank Capra’s Christmas classic It’s a Wonderful Life (1946)
shows a decent person about to commit suicide ( James Stewart) that
his seemingly miserable life had saved his town from a scheming man
of wealth. The protagonist returns to the joys of family life.

The Hays of�ce gave attention to both the impact and the mi-
nutest details of motion pictures with religious content. Parts of
Gabriel over the White House had to be reshot to meet the of�ce’s de-
mands to tone down the political and play up the spiritual.36 Sugges-
tions included having an ending that would have “a hopeful note of
con�dence and trust in God.” Yet, a presumptuous trust in divine re-
ward for an individual was another matter. The PCA wanted a line
about being in heaven changed from “surely in that other world” to
“God willing” in The Garden of Allah (1936), a �lm with the touchy topic
of a Trappist monk (Charles Boyer) struggling against his romantic in-
terest in a woman (Marlene Dietrich). The PCA told the makers of It’s
a Wonderful Life, “Please change the expression ‘Thank God’ since in
the context it does not seem to be used quite reverently.” A number of
casual references to hell, such as “hell of a time,” were marked for re-
moval from the Cabin in the Sky script, and the studio was warned that
its predecessor in jovial depictions of African-American religion, The
Green Pastures, had experienced trouble abroad. Self-censorship thus
allowed movies to explore the entertainment possibilities of religion,
but only with careful attention to audience sensitivities. Racial stereo-
types, however, did not present much of a problem to the industry.
“What lesson there is to be found in ‘Cabin in the Sky,’” the New
Yorker said derisively, “is that if colored folks will lay off the crap-
shooting and stick to their singing and praying like the carefree
chuckleheads they essentially are, they will get along all right.”37

The PCA expected movie characters in religious life to be
treated with respect and encouraged �lms that were more heart-
warming than mind-expanding. The clergy could be allowed some
struggles in their personal commitments but were likely to handle
dif�culties of all sorts almost effortlessly, as if with divine blessing.
The mellow Father Chuck O’Malley (Bing Crosby) of Going My Way
(1944), a �lm that won seven Academy Awards including best picture,
deals effectively with several adult dilemmas while turning juvenile
delinquents into choir boys. O’Malley is supposed to be a regular guy
who had a girlfriend before becoming a priest and who plays golf, but
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he has a preternatural ability to make things turn out well. A baseball
team thinks he brings them luck and an unseen, kindly bishop (who
may represent God) keeps using him as a problem solver. O’Malley’s
main task in the �lm is helping the crusty old Father Fitzgibbon
(Barry Fitzgerald), who has built a church in a low-income neighbor-
hood of New York and who has fallen behind on the payments. In
what could be seen as a judgment on his sour, unforgiving disposi-
tion, the church burns down. The easy-going O’Malley not only raises
money with his musical talents but also reunites Fitzgibbon with his
aged Irish mother in the end as he disappears into the night without
taking the opportunity to receive any thanks. The PCA was initially
concerned that the �lm might be an affront to priestly dignity and
urged the use of a Catholic consultant, but, in issuing a certi�cate of
approval, noted that the characterizations were “sympathetic” and
that religious ceremonies were handled “properly.”38 The �lm leaves
the impression that God works in mysterious ways through people
who are in touch with the divine. In a sequel, The Bells of St. Mary’s
(1945), O’Malley (Bing Crosby) heads a Catholic school that needs re-
pairs. The nun teachers rest their hopes on divine assistance. “We
have reason to know more things are wrought by prayer than this
world dreams of,” says Sister Benedict (Ingrid Bergman). The singing
priest, however, convinces an ailing businessman to donate a new
building by telling him how good the benevolence will make him feel.
The movie ends with Sister Benedict praying to understand God’s
will as she is sent away to recover from tuberculosis. Life can be pain-
ful, the movie suggests, but people can be inspired or informed
enough to respond themselves.

Later �lms, from Heaven Knows, Mr. Allison (1957) through
Change of Habit (1969), re�ect an increasing sense of self-ef�cacy and
of freedom to make decisions as good-hearted nuns struggle with
their commitments to religious life. In The Sound of Music (1965), win-
ner of �ve Academy Awards including best picture, and The Singing
Nun (1966), women have musical gifts, like Father O’Malley, but they
experience personal crises when drawn into worldly concerns. The
women in such movies consider their options and decide to follow
their feelings. Sister Luke (Audrey Hepburn) in The Nun’s Story
(1959), for instance, is a determined nurse who does heroic service
�ghting death and disease in Africa and then in Europe during World
War II. When she contracts tuberculosis, her strong-minded but per-
ceptive physician (Peter Finch), an unbeliever and tireless humanitar-
ian, carefully brings her back to health. Finding that church rules and
rituals are interfering with her own self-sacri�cing efforts, she �nally
decides to deal with God directly rather than through an institution.
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The �lm ends with her signing papers to leave the convent and walk-
ing out into a brightly lit street.39

People who embrace the world and each other, it seems, can
experience something of the divine. A mother superior (Lilia Skala) in
the Lilies of the Field (1963) believes that a transient laborer (Sidney
Poitier, who won an Academy Award for best actor in the role) has
been sent by God to build a chapel for her group of nuns. They are im-
migrants whose troubles with practical matters and the English lan-
guage provide comic relief. The women and the man go through an
amusing bonding process despite their differences of opinion about
God’s role in the building project. Ultimately the community joins in
to complete the work, and the laborer, like savior cowboys who rescue
feckless frontier towns, is not interested in settling down or being
thanked. He gets into his station wagon and rides off into the Arizona
desert. Does God provide for the devout as for the lilies of the �eld?
The �lm does not give a de�nite answer, but those who trust in God
and in good people do seem blessed. In Household Saints (1993), young
Teresa (Lili Taylor) wants to become a Carmelite, but her father (Vin-
cent D’Onofrio) does not allow her to enter the convent. In contrast
to her superstitious grandmother ( Judith Malina), listless mother
(Tracey Ullman), and success-minded boyfriend (Michael Imperioli),
she decides to emulate St. Thérèse of Lisieux and �nd holiness in ordi-
nary life. Like her namesake, Teresa dies an early death. Her blissful
acceptance of everyday experience can be interpreted as either mad-
ness or profound joy.

A second, more star-studded era of Bible epics began in 1949
with DeMille’s Samson and Delilah. The director drummed up enthusi-
asm for his project by describing Samson and Delilah to his bosses and
writers as a hot love story with a brawny man and ravishing woman.
DeMille had other things in mind as well. An anti-Communist pro-
logue presents the �lm as one episode of the “divine spark” of “the
unquenchable will for freedom” changing history. The struggles of
Samson (Victor Mature) against his Philistine oppressors show that
right can produce might, might Samson gets when he prays. “Anyone
can share it,” Samson explains to Delilah (Hedy Lamarr). “It’s a gift
that makes men greater than themselves.” Samson’s strength is super-
human, but the man himself has very human shortcomings that in-
clude a reckless sex drive. Once Samson is blinded by his enemies, he
can see how foolish he has been and pulls down their temple in a dying
act. In his later years, DeMille’s views on divine power evidently became
more like that of one of his stars, Mary Pickford. His understanding of
Providence became less the punishment of evil and more the possibil-
ity of personal transformation. Instead of a morality play or magic
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show, an inner drama occurs as people make their choices and per-
haps reach for their better natures. “As I conceive of God,” DeMille’s
autobiography says as he explains his lack of regular church atten-
dance, “He is that Mind behind the universe we see, of which our
minds are like small re�ecting sparks struck off; and that Mind is al-
ways there, ready for us to touch and draw upon and re�ect in our
own minds more and more.”40

Films that made God a despot or that downplayed human
liberty could be unsuitable in the Cold War era. DeMille introduced
his second �lming of The Ten Commandments (1956), the movie with
the �fth highest in�ation-adjusted domestic receipts by the end of the
century,41 with a prologue comparing the pharaoh to modern dicta-
tors. “Are men the property of the state or are they free souls under
God?” he asks. “This same battle continues throughout the world to-
day.” Fault does not rest with the Creator. “God made men,” Joshua
(John Derek) explains in the movie. “Men made slaves.” Moses (Charl-
ton Heston) observes divine power in the form of Oscar-winning
special effects, but the most important activity is occurring inside the
man as he turns to God and begins a new life. DeMille considered a
number of options for the voice of the Deity, including a chorus of dif-
ferent races and creeds. Finally he decided to use the voice of a man
whose name would not be revealed “out of reverence.” A spiritual but
prudent person, DeMille consulted with scholars and avoided offend-
ing religious groups. He suffered a heart attack while on location in
Egypt but thought “that if my motives in making the �lm were what
I thought they were, I would be given the strength to �nish it.”
DeMille did complete The Ten Commandments, his last movie, and then
said in his autobiography that he had lived long enough to have
learned about the ways of God and that the Lord had been very good
to him. He also defended himself against criticism of the sex and vio-
lence in his religious �lms, saying that the people in the Bible should
not be seen—and would not be watched—through the stained glass
of tradition. “Clothing them in what we think is reverence,” he wrote,
“we have too often stripped the men and women of the Bible of their
humanity; and I believe that the same process strips them of much of
their religious value, too.”42

Classic approaches to divine intervention became hard to
accept in light of the catastrophic events of the twentieth century.
The Creator, it seemed, should not be held responsible for repres-
sion, genocide, and a host of other ancient or modern ills. The Next
Voice You Hear (1950), a movie made in the depths of the Cold War
with Nancy Davis (later First Lady Nancy Reagan), has God making
a series of worldwide radio broadcasts encouraging peace, love,
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faith, and freedom. Doubters want miracles as proof of the voice’s
identity, but the Supreme Being says that the Earth itself is a super-
natural blessing and that people can make their own miracles
through human understanding. In other words, the Deity offers the
opportunity to do good, but, accordingly, people have to be capable
of wrongdoing. PCA head Joseph Breen wanted the �lm to be “free
from any suggestion of irreverence or blasphemy” and urged the
studio to obtain advice from the clergy.43 Breen gave assurance of
approval if the movie was �lmed with good intent and in good taste,
but British authorities warned that their well-paying market would
be off-limits to a movie that placed God in the settings of everyday
life. The politically liberal producer, Dore Schary, worried about the
reaction of religious groups, but he believed that “in the present dis-
turbed state of the world a lot of people needed the assurance and
comfort that this story could bring.”44 The movie avoided offending
anyone with the sound of God by having important plot develop-
ments occur during the broadcasts. The divine voice in The Next
Voice You Hear is never heard. The heartening messages are repeated
later by listeners. In an interof�ce memo defending his �lm, Schary
said that the movie was promoting peace and happiness, work that
God wanted done, and that he had checked with members of the
clergy, who agreed with him.45

The King of Kings (1961) has a charismatic, antihero Christ ( Jef-
frey Hunter) who displays passive decency in a cruel world. Mascu-
line beauty and vulnerability make the Savior seem as much human
as divine. The movie plays down miracles and the Resurrection while
emphasizing the serene “lilies of the �eld” logic of the Sermon on the
Mount, the part the �rst preview audience liked the most. In review-
ing the proposed script, Geoffrey M. Shurlock, head of the PCA, had
expressed fears that the �lm would be “considered a departure from
the classic Christian concept of Christ as Divine.” He predicted severe
repercussions from those “who share in the continuity of Western
Civilization.” The preview audience’s reaction to Hunter’s perfor-
mance, however, was almost unanimously favorable. MGM sent the
preview results to the PCA with a request that they be read before
the �nished �lm was reviewed for compliance with the industry
code. A PCA certi�cate of approval was granted to The King of Kings, a
movie in which Jesus relies more on attracting a following than on
displaying sovereign power.46 Made by Nicholas Ray, who directed
James Dean in Rebel without a Cause (1955), The King of Kings presents a
movie idol Jesus who is condemned because he is a nonconformist.
When asked what Christ’s crime is, Pilate (Hurd Hat�eld) says, “He is
different and refuses to behave like the others.”
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Radical and Disparaged Religion

As existentialism became fashionable among American intel-
lectuals in the 1950s and 1960s, it took various forms with or without
God but, in all cases, supported notions of individualism against mass
society. Literature from J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye to the work
of the Beat Generation portrayed a human condition of alienation and
anxiety. Thought drifted toward a postmodern denial of universal
truth. Left in isolation and often absurdity, people may act badly but
are supposed to be true to themselves and make choices despite meta-
physical uncertainty.47 Before long, similar sentiments were �ourish-
ing in Hollywood �lms. In Cool Hand Luke (1967), for instance, the title
character (Paul Newman) is a free-spirited convict who has a “failure
to communicate” not only with the prison of�cials who try to make
him conform but also with a God who does not answer his questions.
Luke escapes to an empty church where he makes a �nal, half-hearted
entreaty to a God he decides is “a hard case, too.” The building is sur-
rounded by his pursuers, and he is fatally shot as he comes out, but he
dies with the smile of a man who has remained true to his own way of
doing things. Principles of self-determination, of course, could be at
odds with church authority. Traditional religious themes were clearly
disappearing from top-grossing motion pictures by the 1960s. Reli-
gious characters were given less favorable treatment and were less
likely to achieve their goals. The role of God and God’s agents shrank,
and divine purpose seemed passé in the last few decades of the twen-
tieth century. Helpless victims were attacked by uncontrollable evil.
Nightmarish �lms such as the Friday the Thirteenth series prolifer-
ated.48 Movies from The Sandpiper (1965) to Stigmata (1999) suggested
that church of�cials cannot be trusted.

The motion picture industry became freer to experiment with
hazardous topics like religion by the mid-1960s. Production Code
Administration enforcement was moribund as institutions were fall-
ing under attack and as the movie business was surrendering the gen-
eral audience to television. Relying more on niche markets, Holly-
wood switched to an age-based ratings system in 1968. The Motion
Picture Association of America (MPAA) proffered the ratings as infor-
mation for parents to use as they freely choose how to guide their
children. A brochure explained that the new system “is designed to
keep in close harmony with the mores, culture, the moral sense and
change in our society.” The brief list of standards that were supposed
to be considered for ratings was essentially a summary of PCA guide-
lines. One of the standards simply said, “Religion shall not be de-
meaned.” The studios, if they wished, could consult with the ratings
board at all stages of production and make changes, but conventional
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barriers were breaking down. At the same time, after more than three
decades of concerted activity, Catholic efforts to restrain movies
through Legion of Decency ratings were fading as the church went
through its post-Vatican II changes.49

The second era of biblical spectaculars ended in the mid-1960s
with two expensive �ops depicting estrangement from the Deity.
One, The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965), uses kitschy cameos by the
likes of John Wayne and Pat Boone and has the American �lm debut
of the Swedish actor Max von Sydow as Christ. Directed by George
Stevens, whose career peaked with the Christ-�gure Western Shane
(1953), the movie repeatedly presents Jesus as preaching mercy and
salvation rather than judgment and revenge. He is sure of his mission
but has trouble convincing others when he asks for simple faith. Pes-
tered for miracles, he performs them reluctantly if at all. He seems
frustrated by the people he tries to instruct about trusting God and
not worrying about earthly needs. “Make it your �rst care to love one
another and to �nd the kingdom of God and all things shall be yours,
without the asking,” the risen Jesus says with a sonorous Swedish ac-
cent. Stevens counted on misused stars and distracting scenic gran-
deur from Western shooting locations to make the �lm attractive but
molded a melancholy Savior hounded by the mob that demanded his
execution, a death that seemed to be a relief. Christ’s countenance is
markedly brighter and more cheerful after resurrection.50

John Huston, who tended to see institutionalized religion as
an avoidance of the gritty realities he was so intent on investigating,
brought his unsparing outlook to The Bible (1966), a box of�ce failure
largely devoted to human weakness. For nearly three hours, The Bible
dwells on human folly and on the God of Genesis as merely a creator
and destroyer. None of the principal people truly welcomes hearing
from God. Adam (Michael Parks) seems uneasy, Cain (Richard Har-
ris) �ees, Noah ( John Huston) tries to back out of sight, Abraham
(George C. Scott) is anguished, and Sarah (Ava Gardner) can only
laugh in disbelief. When explaining the �lm, Huston said that God
was at �rst a jealous lover of humanity who was “forever asking man-
kind to prove our affection for Him.” As the ardor cooled, he said,
God became a bene�cent deity and then apparently lost interest alto-
gether. “It seems to me,” Huston observed, “that the mystery of life is
too great, too wide, too deep, to do more than wonder at.”51 Huston’s
appreciation of the natural world is evident in the scenes of the Earth
being formed and of the animals being saved by Noah. Death and de-
struction are delivered in an almost technocratic mode. Sodom blows
up in a huge mushroom cloud and the survivors of the Flood emerge
from the ark like the occupants of a fallout shelter to face a lifeless,
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devastated world. The shrouded angels of God (all played by Peter
O’Toole) destroy large numbers of lives with almost no emotion. Both
The Bible and The Greatest Story Ever Told made un�attering assess-
ments of divine and human character as disaffected Americans were
pondering social change. Neither God nor people seem to have
achieved as much as they should have.

Dehumanization and emotional distance were themes in
many movies of the Cold War era.52 The in�uential work of director
Stanley Kubrick has protagonists confront the loss of institutional ra-
tionality in Paths of Glory (1957), Spartacus (1960), Dr. Strangelove or:
How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), and A Clock-
work Orange (1971). In his private life, Kubrick was so sensitive to the
pain of nonhuman creatures that he would not kill an insect and con-
ducted a year-long vigil for a dying dog. He would throw whole
loaves of bread to birds on his estate and had fresh grass brought into
the house for a cat to roll in.53 Humanity needs such guardianship in
Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). The director’s most hopeful
and far-reaching �lm, 2001 portrayed the evolving human species as
developing increasingly murderous technologies. A cosmic power
connected to mysterious black monoliths monitors the changes in the
world and ultimately shapes a rebirth at the millennium. Kubrick saw
people as only partially civilized and as needing further evolution
with the help of what they perceived as the divine.54 “On the deepest
psychological level,” Kubrick said, “the �lm’s plot symbolized the
search for God, and it �nally postulates what is little less than a sci-
enti�c de�nition of God.”55 The movie was released as the Deity was
being declared dead in theological debate and by an exulting witch
(Sidney Blackmer) at the end of Rosemary’s Baby (1968). Kubrick’s Full
Metal Jacket (1987) is a study of blasphemous Vietnam-era Marines
who repeatedly and creatively invoked God’s name in their bloody
endeavors.

Iconoclasm of all sorts was becoming more prevalent as the
traditional moral universe was coming apart. Being able to act au-
thentically was the primary test of the existential person. M*A*S*H
(1970), a Vietnam-era movie about establishment absurdities in the
Korean War, contrasts the cool of military mis�ts with the downfall of
a starchy surgeon who is a religious zealot, Major Frank Burns (Rob-
ert Duvall). “Every time a patient croaks on him he says it’s God’s will
or somebody else’s fault,” another physician remarks. Other doctors,
sarcastic playboys Burns calls “Godless buffoons,” slip sex magazines
to a Korean boy he is teaching to read the Bible. In contrast to his hap-
pily misbehaving adversaries, the major is disingenuous. When the
married Burns visits the tent of a nurse (Sally Kellerman) for a tryst,
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he says, “I’m sure God meant us to �nd each other.” As she exposes
her breasts, she says, “His will be done.” After their lovemaking is
broadcast across the camp on a hidden microphone, Burns becomes
enraged and is taken away in a straightjacket. Other swipes at religion
include a parody of the Last Supper for a dentist planning suicide, the
casual rescheduling of Yom Kippur, and a priest blessing a jeep.

Portrayals of unalloyed, unpunished religious hypocrisy
were acceptable in the wake of Vietnam and Watergate as charlatans
became the subjects of mordant humor. In The Front Page (1974), a
scheming editor (Walter Matthau) uses divine wrath as a scare tactic
as a sensational story unfolds, and he wants to in�uence the partici-
pants. The satire Pray TV (1980) is the story of station KGOD pro�ting
from programs such as “Pass the Plate Club,” “Healed for a Day,” the
“Jump for Jesus” exercise show, and the “One Life to Lose” soap op-
era about Christ’s family. As the money pours in, an unseen an-
nouncer is heard saying, “And remember, God works in mysterious
and often meaningless ways.”

The ef�cacy and demeanor of the contemporary God was at
least severely downsized as America did not seem to be getting di-
vine blessings anymore. Miracles were material for trashy tabloids
and much of the trustworthy news about the world was discourag-
ing. In the movie Oh, God! (1977), the Supreme Being is a casual
dresser who visits a supermarket’s assistant manager ( John Denver)
to make him his messenger to the world. God, played by comedian
George Burns in the movie and its sequels, admits making mistakes
and expresses surprise at the outcomes of some of his decisions. He
observes that human life is mostly a matter of chance and of the
choices people make. People should take delight in their senses, God
advises, and can let existence mean what they think it should mean. “I
gave you a world and everything in it,” God says. “It’s all up to you.”
God insists that he is “for the big picture” and does not concern him-
self with details or do miracles more than “maybe now and then just to
keep my hand in it.” The blasé Lord is not very ef�cacious or inspiring.
He explains that life is a “crapshoot” and that suffering is not permit-
ted by God but by people with a free will. “You can love each other,
cherish and nurture each other,” he says. “You can kill each other.”

People who have made religious commitments can have
striking moral or mental problems in �lms with an existentialist cos-
mos. Movies about fraudulent evangelists, from The Miracle Woman
(1931) to Elmer Gantry (1960), had been released in the code era, but
people in more established positions were being maligned in later
motion pictures. A crooked Vatican of�cial (Christopher Reeve) se-
duces a Carmelite postulant (Geneviève Bujold) in Monsignor (1982),
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and a court-appointed psychiatrist ( Jane Fonda) investigates the case
of a nun (Meg Tilly) charged with strangling her newborn baby in
Agnes of God (1985). Spike Lee’s morose Jungle Fever (1991) ends with
the Good Reverend Doctor Purify (Ossie Davis) shooting his crack ad-
dict son (Samuel L. Jackson) and placing the pistol on an open Bible.
“No other help I know,” Purify says, under a picture of Jesus on the
wall. “If thou withdraw thyself from me, whither shall I go?” Soul
Food (1997) has a preacher (Carl Wright) who cannot keep his hands
off of food or women. The public’s readiness to trust supposedly
devout public �gures is portrayed as a phony politician (Tim Robbins)
is elected in Bob Roberts  (1992) and as a fugitive evangelist (Robert
Duvall) starts a new congregation after bludgeoning his wife’s lover
in The Apostle (1997).

Movies raised troublesome theological issues more freely and
more equivocally after the PCA closed down and conventional theol-
ogy declined. In Brother John (1971), for instance, a mysterious, other-
worldly man (Sidney Poitier) observes the human situation and con-
cludes that the whole species may have to answer for the rampant
injustices in prisons, Vietnam, and elsewhere. The end of the �lm,
however, simply leaves the matter open. Amadeus (1984), winner of
eight Academy Awards including best picture, has a bitter, suicidal
composer, Antonio Salieri (F. Murray Abraham), question God’s gift
of genius to a less pious Mozart (Tom Hulce) and get no satisfactory
answer. Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988) has a
self-doubting Jesus (Willem Dafoe) who imagines having a domestic
life with Mary Magdalene (Barbara Hershey). Two men in Command-
ments (1997) are puzzled by metaphysical mysteries. One (Aidan
Quinn) decides to break all the commandments to spite God after ex-
periencing a series of personal tragedies he attributes to the Supreme
Being. “Why does God the all-powerful allow pointless suffering?” he
asks. He has the opportunity to see things differently after disappear-
ing in a storm and miraculously being found alive inside a beached
whale. The other man (Anthony LaPaglia) is a reporter who does not
believe in God and considers nothing sacred but his possessions.
When he loses what he has, he says he still does not believe in fairy
tales. “But I do know that what I don’t know might be a whole lot big-
ger than what I thought,” he says as the �lm ends. Outside Providence
(1999) is a bleak �lm about drug-dazed teenagers who live both out-
side of Providence, Rhode Island, and outside of any apparent atten-
tion from God. They have dif�culty with the concept of an afterlife
and with the inspirational message of the popular Margaret Fishback
Powers poem “Footprints” that pictures a loving God carrying people
in their times of misery.
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Extreme danger can revive theistic sentiments.56 Deep Impact
(1998) has the previously complacent citizens of the United States
ponder their fates as a comet threatens to wipe out life on the planet.
The “Messiah Mission” is launched into space to stop the disaster but
runs into trouble. The president (Morgan Freeman) tells a television
audience that he believes in a God who hears all prayers even if the
wishes are not always granted.57 “So may the Lord bless you,” he
says, “may the Lord keep you, may the Lord lift up his divine counte-
nance upon you and give you peace.” In Armageddon (1998), a similar
special-effects extravaganza, a rowdy oil-drilling team is recruited to
place a nuclear bomb deep in an asteroid headed for Earth. As they
deal with frightening situations, the reprobate characters utter pleas
for divine intervention. “C’mon, God, just a little help,” says the
team’s leader (Bruce Willis) at one point. “That’s all I’m askin’.” In
both Deep Impact and Armageddon, human technology fails to an extent,
and many people suffer senseless deaths. Nothing clears up the ambi-
guity about divine involvement. At most God is a deus ex machina, a
remote control device of last resort.

Doubts about God do not have to extend to Satan. A priest
faces a crisis of faith in The Exorcist (1973), but witnesses violent de-
monic possession in grotesque scenes that earned the movie an R rat-
ing. The deadly X rating or obscenity prosecutions were a possibility,
but the notorious parts are in the context of church ritual and make
the Devil a real force. The making of the �lm proved unnerving as a
number of people were injured and strange noises were picked up on
microphones. A Jesuit priest blessed a set and the crew in Washing-
ton, D.C., but a �re swept through another set in New York. An ac-
tress (Ellen Burstyn) reportedly refused to speak a line about believ-
ing in the devil that she feared would give Satan power over her.
Public demand for exorcisms soared once the movie reached theaters.
Like many �lms in the satanic power genre, however, The Exorcist
avoids opportunities for theological exposition and can be experi-
enced as little more than a horror show. A director ’s cut (2000) added
some footage that explained the devil’s motive as one of inviting de-
spair, but the new parts were criticized for diminishing the �lm’s in-
tensity. A Washington Post story about the re-release noted that the Vat-
ican had revised its four-centuries-old “Rite of Exorcism” in 1999 and
that an exorcists’ convention in Rome had 230 participants in 2000.58

A moralistic ending can be tacked on to an otherwise unset-
tling treatment of temptation or possession. In The Devil’s Advocate
(1997), Lucifer, in the guise of a prominent lawyer (Al Pacino), insists
that he cannot be a puppeteer to people who have free will. “I only set
the stage,” he tells a young attorney (Keanu Reeves) he is attracting
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with wealth and privileges. “You pull your own strings.” Satan says
that God is a “sadist” and a “prankster” who gives humans instincts
they are not supposed to obey. “I’m a fan of man,” the Devil asserts.
“I’m a humanist.” He describes vanity as his favorite sin. “It’s so ba-
sic,” he says. “Self-love. The all-natural opiate.” The young lawyer,
however, chooses to love others at the last moment and thus escapes
Satan by using the most basic religious lesson. In The Last Temptation of
Christ, the Devil, in the form of a guardian angel ( Juliette Caton),
lures Jesus (or, rather, his mind) off the cross with seductive state-
ments about enjoying the world. “Maybe you’ll �nd this hard to be-
lieve,” Satan remarks, “but sometimes we angels look down on men
and envy you.” Christ eventually realizes that he has been duped and
resumes the role of Savior. Thus, in the end, a more ascetic biblical
teaching is vindicated. “Set your affection on things above,” Paul
warned, “not on things on the earth.”59

Consumer Confections

Rejecting the Devil may be admirable, but rigid categories of
right and wrong were disintegrating in the late twentieth century. Re-
ligious standards increasingly rested on private decisions rather than
absolute rules. Studies of public opinion showed less willingness to
follow elite leadership and more emphasis on quality of life, self-
esteem, and self-realization.60 In the aftermath of the 1960s, institutions
seemed less reliable as a route to the divine, and individual quests for
metaphysical meaning appeared to hold intriguing possibilities.61

Some �lms, such as Boogie Nights (1997), could make self-gratifying
lifestyles extreme enough to be unattractive, but a more discernible
tendency was to recognize personal pleasure as a means of genuine,
transcendent ful�llment. The “city of God” and the “earthly city,”
mutually exclusive in Augustinian analysis, were seemingly becom-
ing one. God could be whatever the consumer wants, and immortal
beings could have earthly desires. The emerging, enticing doctrine of
the entertainment industry was that self-indulgence is not a sin but,
rather, a nearly sacramental acceptance of divine gifts. Blessings seem
to arrive not only for those who are good in traditional religious
terms, but also for those who want to feel good on their own spiritual
terms. Even the most pro�igate and remorseless could be saved, espe-
cially if they serve art. In the movie Crossroads  (1986), for instance, a
Mississippi bluesman ( Joe Seneca) sells his soul to the Devil (Robert
Judd) and shamelessly pursues a long, sinful life. The contract is torn
up, however, when his young protégé (Ralph Macchio) wins a blues
guitar contest set up by Satan.
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The merging of the heavenly and the earthly in the media
marketplace was represented starkly in two small-budget European
movies that gained attention in the United States a decade apart. In
Babette’s Feast (1987), an Academy Award winner for best foreign-
language �lm, Babette (Stéphane Audran) is a French chef who cre-
ates an exotic, delectable meal that transforms a religiously repressed
group of bickering Protestants into forgiving friends as they �nd
something they can enjoy in life. The �lm parable, based on an Isak
Dinesen story, makes a case for dropping the distinction between
bodily and spiritual appetites and for considering the chef’s skills
worthy of paradise. Chided for spending all her money, Babette re-
marks, “An artist is never poor.” Another European import, The Tango
Lesson (1997), presents the strained relationship of two impetuous
souls who apparently accept the sovereignty of art. Denying that
there is “a superior power controlling what we do,” the woman (Sally
Potter, who wrote and directed the movie) tells the man (Pablo
Veron), “I believe chance gives us the opportunity to create our des-
tiny.” The �lm’s exquisitely crafted dance sequences imply that sa-
cred beauty can be found in the physically intense moment.

In the late twentieth century, Hollywood demonstrated how
to use religious ingredients to please rather than to prod or provoke.
Movies like The Last Temptation of Christ, after all, could make stock-
holders uneasy. Universal hired a born-again marketing expert to be a
liaison with religious groups, and release was supported by the other
major studios as a matter of free expression; but conservative Chris-
tians orchestrated widespread protests that signi�cantly limited the
�lm’s distribution.62 Christ’s rejection of temptation may have been a
good example but was out of sync with the mood of America and
many other nations. As the world emerged from the Cold War, pros-
perous and saturated with advertising pitches, physical satisfactions
could be shown as enjoyable enough to rival incorporeal existence.
God, presumably disdainful of a sensual, commercialized culture,
could be a spoilsport. When a pastor (Courtney B. Vance) with a vari-
ety of problems prays for help in The Preacher’s Wife (1996), an angel
(Denzel Washington) appears and is attracted to his spouse (Whitney
Houston). “You have no idea what the competition is like just to be
sent down here,” the angel says. In City of Angels (1998), an angel
(Nicolas Cage) falls in love with a nonbeliever surgeon (Meg Ryan),
but then must decide if he is willing to give up his ethereal status for
the earthly sensations he craves. “I would rather have had one breath
of her hair, one kiss of her mouth, one touch of her hand, than an
eternity without it,” says the angel. “One.” The surgeon discovers
“there’s something bigger out there” that determines the fate of her
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patients, and the angel decides to become mortal so that he can be her
lover. Angels are supposed to be capable of going astray, but making
them so interested in temporal companionship suggests that heaven
is hardly to be desired.

The immortal beings in such �lms have very human needs.
Michael (1996) has an archangel ( John Travolta) who is visiting Iowa
and unabashedly relishing �ghts, sugar, alcohol, tobacco, and
women. The title character remarks that he is “doomed to live in one
place and crave the pleasures of another.” His rather offhand philoso-
phy is that people need to laugh and love. “‘All you need is love’“ he
says, quoting John and Paul of the Beatles, not of the Bible. The arch-
angel does smite a tiny bank that tries to foreclose on a widow (Jean
Stapleton) and play matchmaker to an often-divorced woman (Andie
MacDowell) who writes country music and a cynical supermarket
tabloid reporter (William Hurt) who is detecting “some unknown
force” at work in his life. In the �lm, the heartland of Iowa, birthplace
of American icons John Wayne, Donna Reed, and James T. Kirk, is
oddly spiritual in its artlessness. Iowa is also the location of the �nal
moments of The Bodyguard (1992) in which the title character, Frank
Farmer (Kevin Costner), is protecting a congressman on a dais with
Rotary and United States �ags. “And, Lord, whatever dangerous en-
deavors those among us may take, let them never be without your
sanctuary,” a clergyman says in benediction as the camera closes in on
Farmer. “We all know in our hearts that even though we may pass
through the valley of the shadow of death, you are with us, guiding
and protecting us.” In a reversal of the plots in which angels act human,
a human seems capable of being a guardian angel.

Another movie with locations in Iowa suggests that some-
thing of the divine can be found in the simple, warm aspirations of
humanity. In Field of Dreams (1989), a mysterious voice, provided by
“Himself” according to the credits, gives enigmatic instructions to a
�nancially troubled Iowa farmer (Kevin Costner). In response to the
�rst message (”If you build it, he will come”), the farmer converts a
corn�eld into a baseball �eld, a �eld one of the characters says, “re-
minds us of all that once was good, and that could be again.” Made in
the state where Ronald Reagan was a sportscaster, the �lm exudes
Reaganesque nostalgia. Shoeless Joe Jackson (Ray Liotta), a player
banned from baseball after the 1919 World Series scandal, appears
and asks, “Is this heaven?” The astonished farmer replies, “No, it’s
Iowa.” Eventually, Jackson, other dead players, and men who
dreamed of being in the major leagues, including the farmer’s de-
ceased father (Dwier Brown), are using the �eld and savoring the sen-
sory experiences of the sport. By the end of the movie, the farmer and
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his father have repaired their strained relationship, and the others
have overcome their disappointments in life. When his father asks if
he is in heaven and de�nes it as “the place dreams come true,” the
farmer says that maybe he is in heaven.

Death has little sting in the highly market-driven movies of
the last decade of the twentieth century. Love can remain, and anguish
can be alleviated. In Ghost (1990), Sam (Patrick Swayze), a murdered
yuppie who had a large angel statue in his apartment, gives millions
of dollars to nuns and gets his revenge on the fellow banker (Tony
Goldwyn) who arranged his death. The former co-worker is dragged
to hell by shadowy demons, and Sam departs for the bright lights of
heaven. “It’s amazing, Molly,” Sam says to his still-alive girlfriend
(Demi Moore) as he leaves. “The love inside, you take it with you.”
The Albert Brooks fantasy Defending Your Life (1991) puts the dead in
Judgment City, a pleasant, smoothly operated complex where scenes
from their lives are replayed in courtroom-style proceedings to deter-
mine whether they must go back to Earth for another life or they qual-
ify for a higher level of citizenship in the universe. Hell does not exist.
The main character (Brooks), a borderline case at best, manages to ad-
vance after demonstrating love and courage in a relationship with a
woman (Meryl Streep) he meets in the hereafter. Love overcomes
death in What Dreams May Come (1998) as a kindly doctor (Robin
Williams) in a heaven of his choice goes on a rescue mission for his
depressed wife (Annabella Sciorra) who is in a hell of her own mak-
ing. (She has committed suicide after he and their children are killed
in accidents.) The redeeming physician (naturally named “Chris”)
and his wife are “soulmates” who make it to heaven but decide to
take the readily available reincarnation option so that they can fall in
love again and make different choices. Meet Joe Black (1998) has the
Grim Reaper occupy the body of a recently deceased young man
(Brad Pitt), visit an ailing tycoon (Anthony Hopkins), make love to his
doctor daughter (Claire Forlani), enjoy peanut butter, and gently es-
cort the good-natured old man to the afterlife. When death leaves the
body it returns to life to be with the daughter.

Reviewers reacted with sarcasm to the abundance of such
�lms in the 1990s. “Dare we suggest that the boomers who now con-
trol Hollywood are exhibiting a touch of, um, denial?” asked a News-
week article. The trouble with this easygoing faith, said a Time critique,
is a New Age conceit: “Forgive yourself and cue the beautiful music.”
A New York Times review razzed, “Oh, to die in a sugar-coated Holly-
wood movie while the spiritual schmaltz craze is under way!”63 The
formula, however, was not merely a passing fad. Other �lms in which
the dead return in body or spirit include On a Clear Day You Can See
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Forever (1970), The Reincarnation of Peter Proud (1975), Heaven Can Wait
(1978), Oh, Heavenly Dog! (1980), Star Trek III: The Search for Spock
(1984), The Wraith (1986), Out on a Limb (television, 1987), Chances Are
(1989), Always (1989), Dead Again (1991), Hi, Honey—I’m Dead (televi-
sion, 1991), Heart and Souls (1993), Little Buddha (1993), Being Human
(1993), Fluke (1995), and Jack Frost (1998). The movie industry dis-
tanced itself from the prospect of harsh judgments by God in the last
few decades of the century. The biblical was being replaced by the
mystical and fanciful as the studios sought to concoct audience-
satisfying stories.

Cheeky �lms helped to transform religion into entertainment
aimed at the age group of twelve to twenty-nine that accounted for al-
most 75 percent of movie theater admissions in the United States by
1973.64 Counterculture Christs and pop songs are the formula for Jesus
Christ Superstar (1973) and Godspell (1973). In later cases, religion be-
came the basis for star-vehicle farce. The Blues Brothers (1980) has two
rogues ( John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd) who “see the light” and save
the orphanage of Sister Mary Stigmata (Kathleen Freeman). With a
deadpan delivery they frequently repeat the line “We’re on a mission
from God.” Two other religion comedies released in 1980, Wholly
Moses and In God We Tru$t, featured Richard Pryor. In Sister Act
(1992), Whoopi Goldberg plays a Nevada lounge singer who imper-
sonates a nun while �eeing the mob and making a public success of
the miserable convent choir. Leap of Faith (1992) �nds some humor in
fake faith healer Jonas Nightingale (Steve Martin) attracting the gull-
ible but becomes serious when he tells a physically challenged boy
(Lukas Haas) that without belief everyone is just another sinner and
every town another hell. The boy takes the preacher seriously and
starts walking without crutches. Nightingale, ashamed of his phony
occupation, leaves his entourage behind and hitches a ride out of
town. A wandering spiritual guru (Eddie Murphy) saves a �oundering
home shopping network in Holy Man (1998) and inspires his followers
with messages about enjoying the world. “In fact,” he says, “that’s the
only time you’re ever alive really is when you’re connecting.”

Even the leading purveyor of family entertainment, the Walt
Disney Company, veered away from traditional treatments of religion
in the 1990s. Its The Three Musketeers (1993) makes Cardinal Richelieu
(Tim Curry) a worse character than in the Alexandre Dumas novel.
Richelieu plots to assassinate the king and lusts after the queen. The
piety of the monkish musketeer Aramis (Charlie Sheen) is gag mate-
rial. “Well, there’s nothing unholy about expressing one’s emotions,”
he tells a woman who kisses him while he is tutoring her in theology.
“On the contrary, religion should be experienced in an all-embracing
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way. We should feel free to express our spirituality.” He decides that
they should pray when her enraged husband bangs on the door. “On
second thought,” he says as the husband enters and tries to shoot
him, “God is often busy.” Aramis then �ees. Disney’s subsidiary
Miramax distributed Priest (1994), an R-rated British �lm about the
sex lives of two parish priests (Linus Roache and Thomas Wilkinson)
and the child abuse in one of the church’s families. Plans for release of
the �lm on Good Friday were changed when the Catholic League
threatened to boycott Disney.65 Disney invited more complaints when
its animated Pocahontas (1995) gave the title character a New Age spir-
ituality of human connection and left out the historical person’s con-
version to Christianity.

The voice of Pocahontas was provided by Demi Moore, who
was, at the time, appearing as an unrepentant adulterer at odds with
the Puritan community in The Scarlet Letter (1995), a �lm by other
companies that gave the two lovers sex scenes and an escape to a life
together they did not have in the Nathaniel Hawthorne novel. The
novel ended with a guilt-stricken Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale ad-
mitting his transgression and praising God for punishing him. “His
will be done!” Dimmesdale says with his dying breath. “Farewell!”66

The movie, a box of�ce bomb described as “freely adapted” in the
credits, tries to turn the book into a bodice-ripper romance with only
ersatz psychological torment. The Scarlet Letter ends with a de�ant
Arthur (Gary Oldman) asking, “Who are we to condemn on God’s be-
half?” The voice of his daughter Pearl ( Jodhi May) considers the hap-
piness her parents �nd in another colony and wonders, “Who is to
say what is a sin in God’s eyes?” The implication is that the judgmen-
tal Puritans, seen as an impediment to the honest passion of a man
and woman, sin themselves with self-righteous interpretations of di-
vine will. God, it would seem, should be more interested in attraction
than antipathy.

Disney’s The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996) also distorts a
popular novel with religious characters and rigs up a happy ending.
In Victor Hugo’s book, the villain is a sanctimonious archdeacon who
pursues the beautiful gypsy Esmeralda. In the Disney-animated �lm,
as in Hollywood’s live-action versions of 1923 and 1939, the studio
guarded against criticism from religious groups by making the arch-
deacon a kindly, protective �gure who reminds the characters about
God’s power.67 The gypsy woman is unjustly executed in the novel,
but, in a clear concession to audience preferences, she survives and
ends up with a handsome man in each of the three movies. In the Dis-
ney version the scoundrel is a cruel, pharisaic judge, Frollo, who takes
genocidal measures against gypsies and blames Esmeralda for his
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sexual desire. He prays to the Virgin Mary to let him have Esmeralda
or to destroy her. “It’s not my fault if in God’s plan,” Frollo sings be-
fore his timely death, “he made the devil so much stronger than a
man.” Esmeralda pleads for help in a song sung to a statue of Mary
and baby Jesus as others in the cathedral ask for wealth, glory, and
love. “Please help my people, the poor and downtrod,” she says. “I
thought we all were the children of God.”

Although Disney evidently learned to take some precautions,
religious topics proved treacherous. The company used a producer
and a lyricist with well-established Christian credentials for Hunch-
back, but the �lm received conservative criticism for its political mes-
sage and its portrayal of a twisted religious zealot. Extensive test-
screenings did not reveal many concerns. “The only thing we’ve been
asked to be careful about is the word hunchback, which we have to
use in the title,” said Peter Schneider, president of Walt Disney Fea-
ture Animation.68 In 1999, apparently buckling under pressure from
the Catholic League and angry letter writers, Disney announced it
would not put its Miramax label on Dogma, a �lm with a playful treat-
ment of Catholic beliefs. Writer-director Kevin Smith, a practicing
Catholic, described the movie as a “love letter to both faith and God
Almighty,” but a Disney executive, speaking on the condition of ano-
nymity, said the �lm was “inappropriate for all of our labels.”69 Even-
tually distributed by a small Canadian company, Dogma begins with a
disclaimer saying that “this tri�e of a �lm” is merely a “work of come-
dic fantasy.” Two mutinous angels (Ben Af�eck and Matt Damon)
plot to a return to heaven, but are stopped by a quirky God (Alanis
Morissette) who likes a joke and who visits Earth incognito for recre-
ation. The Supreme Being is silent when asked to explain the meaning
of existence but seems to act on personal whim when bestowing
blessings on the cool and delivering punishments to the uncool.

Marketing considerations played a major role in Dream-
Works SKG decisions about The Prince of Egypt (1998), an animated
epic that verged on making Moses a generic movie hero. In order to
avoid offending Christians, Muslims, and Jews, the �lmmakers con-
sulted hundreds of scholars and religious leaders and rejected fast-
food tie-ins and toy spinoffs. Although aimed at adults and older chil-
dren, the movie makes God a blander presence than in the Bible.70 The
animators created a multiethnic slave population and considered mor-
phing the voice of God from man to woman to child, an idea vetoed by
an adviser who thought some people would be offended by the female
sound. The �lm has a multiethnic slave population, cute animals, lav-
ish postcard scenery, and divine interventions that outdo DeMille. “We
can never be a literal retelling of the Bible,” said DreamWorks’ Jeffrey
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Katzenberg. “We’ve edited God, but we have not rewritten him.”71 The
movie did take some liberties with the story of Moses and God’s inter-
ventions, but the product avoided reproach. “It may sound like art-by-
committee,” a Newsweek  article said, “but it’s probably just good
business—getting the most powerful critics inside the tent.”72

Another 1998 movie, The Truman Show, seems to �nd end-of-
the-world implications in the power of mass culture to fabricate reali-
ties that drain the meaning from existence. In the �lm, a public with
little detectable interest in spiritual life is enthralled by the kind of
signs and wonders the Bible says will delude humanity before the
coming of the Son of Man.73 Truman Burbank ( Jim Carrey), who was
adopted by a corporation when he was born, has a surname that is
presumably a reference to the California city where the Walt Disney
Company and other media conglomerates are based. He begins to re-
alize that his whole highly agreeable life has been the subject of an un-
interrupted television show and that the people he knows are actors
on an enormous soundstage. The lawless, deceiving Antichrist of the
story, Christof (Ed Harris), has been directing all of Truman’s life ex-
periences from a control room. When Truman manages to elude the
gaze of the hidden cameras one night, the cast and extras are ordered
to search for him. “Cue the sun!” Cristof says. Discovered escaping by
sailboat, Truman survives a contrived storm at sea (that leaves him in
a cruci�xion posture), and (after seemingly walking on water) he
climbs a stairway to a door in the sky at the edge of the scenery. Cris-
tof patronizingly pleads with him not to leave the safe, consumer-
friendly surroundings. “I am the creator,” Christof explains, “of a tele-
vision show that gives hope and joy and inspiration to millions.”
Watching at her home is the woman of Truman’s dreams (Natascha
McElhone), a person who earlier had attempted to reveal to him what
was happening. “Please, God,” she says at the moment of his deci-
sion. “You can do it.” Despite three decades of deceit, Truman is able
to resurrect himself into the untidy world Cristof warns him against.
Released at a time when other movies, such as Mad City (1997), Wag
the Dog (1997), and EDtv (1999) were deriding television content being
molded by media managers and manipulative politicians, The Truman
Show presents a broader eschatological indictment of a culture sus-
ceptible to voyeuristic entertainment and earthly bliss. Ironically,
however, a movie of media or social criticism is itself a product mar-
keted to the public. Even treatments of the distressing vacuity of pop-
ular culture and its consumers can be sold to �lm audiences.74

The evil of techno-corporate domination is taken a step fur-
ther in The Matrix (1999), a sci-� thriller in which arti�cial-intelligence
machinery has taken over the future world. People are mere power

This content downloaded  on Tue, 29 Jan 2013 11:41:14 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Hollywood Theology 223

sources placated with computer-generated versions of life. Rebels live
in the unseen city of Zion far below the surface of Earth and await a
messianic �gure heralded as “the One.” The savior is computer
hacker Thomas “Neo” Anderson (Keanu Reeves) who is betrayed by
a follower and killed by agents of the Matrix after a series of hyper-
violent encounters. Resurrected by the love of Trinity (Carrie-Anne
Moss), he is able to free the enslaved population. In accord with the
“emotional intelligence” self-help books of the late 1990s, the mes-
siah ultimately prevails by mastering his feelings rather than using
his prodigious ferocity.75 In addition to the modernized story of
Christ, The Matrix uses a mélange of references to other reservoirs
of deep meaning. “We’re interested in mythology, theology and, to a
certain extent, higher mathematics,” said Larry Wachowski, who wrote
and directed the �lm with his brother Andy. “All are ways human
beings try to answer bigger questions, as well as The Big Question.”76

The medium of �lm offers fertile ground for perspectives on
Providence. Hollywood’s God can intervene or inspire as well as be
disinterested or delightful. As self-regulation moved from the code
era to the ratings era, the movie business gained considerable free-
dom to reshape, question, and even make fun of divine powers. The
problem of what God actually does or does not do in the world is now
open to the imagination of �lmmakers. Public opinion and personal
beliefs, however, are still factors in the �nal product. After battling the
Catholic League over Dogma during much of 1999, Miramax thought
about how to change scenes in which the renegade angels kill people
they dislike. Director Kevin Smith said school shooting deaths in the
real world had to be considered, but the �lm retained blood-spattering
killings. At the same time, Arnold Schwarzenegger hesitated to act in
End of Days (1999), a millennium �lm he thought could be not only vi-
olent but also offensive to religion. He said he decided to go ahead
only after getting approval from his family priest. Following the ad-
vice of church of�cials, the �lmmakers used the less violent of two
endings they shot.77 Meanwhile, the secretive ratings board of the
MPAA, which consists of parents, was obtaining changes in South
Park: Bigger, Longer and Uncut (1999) so that it could be released with
an R rating instead of the more restrictive NC-17. According to leaked
Paramount memos, disrespect for God was at least a minor concern.78

The possibility of appealing to a conservative Christian audience with
a wholesome thriller was tested by the makers of The Omega Code
(1999), a �lm with an apocalyptic plot involving biblical codes and
plans for world domination. Distributed by Providence Entertain-
ment and promoted by Christian broadcasters, the low-budget movie
achieved surprising box-of�ce success.79
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The cinema can keep exploring the divine because religion, or
some version of it, sells. Audiences are apparently willing to suspend
disbelief and belief long enough to indulge in a pleasurable pastime
that deals with the most fundamental issues humanity faces. As direc-
tor Richard Donner demonstrated with the Antichrist in The Omen
(1976) and the savior-hero from Krypton in Superman (1978), even an
antagonist of God or a God substitute can be intriguing enough to jus-
tify multiple sequels. The �lms of the twentieth century show how
humans can cringe, be comforted, or be confused enough to fall back
on their own resources when thinking about unearthly forces. Believ-
ers may not accept the theology in motion pictures and religious insti-
tutions may not always appreciate the alternative sources of commu-
nication, but the history and culture of Hollywood indicate that the
collision of creeds and popular culture is unavoidable. People have a
natural interest in what God and God’s opponents might be doing,
and the entertainment industry can embrace and exploit nearly any
subject of interest to paying customers. The results can range from the
profound to parody. Even the Supreme Being cannot avoid becoming
fodder for amusement.
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