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The life of Jesus Christ has long been a favorite
subiject of filmmakers, and cinematic interpretations
of Jesus' life have held a fascination for film audiences
virtually from thé birth 6f the film medium. As early

as 1916, films that depicted Christ, such as D. W.

Griffithﬂs Intolerance and Thomas Ince's Civilization,

were fiﬁanciallyléuccessful, and "Jesus Christ was
discovered as a marketable commodity by'Hollywood;inv
the industry's infancy" (Singer 44). . Due to the fiim
medium's ability to reach and influence a wqud-wide
audience, pdsiti?e depictions of the life, minist%y,

and person of Christ such as King of Kings (1961) and

The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965) have been encouraged

by tﬁe Catholic Church and other Christian denominations
through_fhe years (Singer 45-47)Y. For the most part,
the film industry has been eager to satisfy the worldwide
body of believinnghristians, and the industry has
benefitted financially as a result of the overall success
of such films about Christ.

Coétroversy haS“resuited at times when filmmakers
have tried to challenge the tfaditiqnal institutional

teachings about Jesus and have presented depictions
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filmmakeré at fifsﬁ.éonsidéred.Jesué to be “tOOlholY"
to be viewed’face—fOrward (éinger 447 . Ch:istfs‘dialégue-
in these eérly‘filés, Whiéh-rarely went beyond écfiptural
quotés, was.almost.aiways spoken in aniauthori%arian,
pietistic manner. *According{to Corliss, Christ and
ﬁis disciples in these film§: |
‘.f.époké the Kiﬁg;s English: King James', with
an assist from any screenwriter willing 'to gussy
up his fustian. In these prim. tones, the heart's
revolution that Jesus preached became an Oxford
don's lecture, and his ghastly, redemptive death
a tableau painted on velvet (Corliss 36).
Such revéxent pbrﬁrayals of Christ pleased the faithful
- and rarely, if ever, were‘cause for protest.' .
In more receﬁt times, however, both the pérﬁrayals
of Christ ih motion'pictufes and the_Churchjs récéptionr
of such portrayals”héve‘chanéed'dramatiCally. The growth
of the Christ story ' as a sﬁccessful} méney—making commodityv
for filmmakers combined with advances in twentieﬁh—century'~
biblical scholarship.- Accoiding to Hurley, biblical
scholarship "succeeded in breaking the monopolistic "
grip that the Ch;istian Church had maintained for”centu;ies
in its presentation of the Christ of Faith" (Hurléy
61). This resulted“in "secular, at times irreverent,
interﬁfetations of: Jesus in»iiterature and drama” (Ibid.)
as‘thé traditidnal'arbistic réspect fbf Christ dissipated

in the light of the discoveries that biblical‘écholarship;
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produced abéut Christ's life;‘ Between the‘i§50's énd -
l970'54‘"HollywoodAmovies defmythologized Christ, His
disciples, and all the generations of believers whd
followed...divinity was out; humanity was in" (Keyser
38). From that point on, the majority of films produced
about Christ would emphasize the huﬁan part of His nature.
This shift from the embhasis on Christ's‘diQine
nature to the emphasis on His human nature inspired
mixed;feactions‘frOm'the.Church and from the public{

The visually spectacular King of Kings (1961) and The

Greatest Story Ever Told (1965) were Church—approﬁéd

but did not find overwhelming critical or financial
success (Singer 45-47). Both are faithful to their
scriptural source material but are also long and

slow-paced, and The Greatest Story Ever Told is burdened

by an all-star cast that distracts the viewer from the

story's credibility.“‘Thé Passover Plot.(l976), which
Showed_Christ deliberately setting the stage for His
crucifixion, was deriounced by the Church and was a.
box-office floé'(Ibidw). Apparently, this film's plot
was perceivéd as_a shmear on the redeﬁptive natureﬁof

Christ's self-sacrifice, and it turned away whatever

potential audience it ‘had. The British comedy troupé

Monty Python's irreverent spoof Life of Brian (1979)

‘'was likewise deemed Ppblasphemous by the Church, but was
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‘ffflce hlt (Slnger 45 47) : Whlle 1t does notti n

attack Chrlst 1n partlcular, Llfe of Brlan was offenmii

f1s1ve for 1ts plot,,whlch follows ther

1977‘telev1s1on mlnlserles, Jesus of Nazareth (Ibld ),-

.whlc

3
J ,/ .

,was another star studded, overlong deplctlon of

ﬁij? "Chrlst s llfe. All Of these fllms stress Chrlst s h °w

ﬁ:nature and fall t }present Hnglelne natnre 1n any

:exten81ve detall

rhree partlcularly troublesome c1nematlc portrayals

”acceptance,

flnan01al success, and publlc popula
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about Jesus Christ.

The Ruling Class, produced in England and released

in England and America in 1972, is described as "one

of the most outrageous, offensive, and,mégnificent film
satires"-(Magill 2070), as well as "one of the ﬁost
controversial films of the 1970's and one of the most
wicked satires in cinema history" (Ibid.). The film's
outrageousness and ‘of fensiveness are what sparked the
cdntroversy surpounding the film, and to some extent
contributed to the film's popularity éﬁd appeal; it's
one-of-a-kind in its storyline and style. It is é satire
éf the British class -system and of organized religion,
and is often so brutal in its attack that it ultimately
is a véry black cbmedy.

The film's plot concerns Jack, the l4th Earl of
Gurney, who has spent.eight years-in_éh insane asylum
for belieVing he is Jesus Christ. Jack is“released
upon the deéth of ‘his father, from whom he has inherited
the family fortune,; -and returns to the family manse:
in the traditionalfbeard, flowing hair, and robe bf'
Christ. He also has‘'a life-sized cross in tow, which
he hangs in‘the living room and sleeps on. Jack's
scandalized family decides on a last—di£ch'attempt to
"cure” Jack of his' delusion by pitting him dgainst another

lunatic who also claims to be God. While the plan does
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work; it seon becomes clear that Jack still is not‘qulte
.rlght, for he. now belleves hlmself to be Jack the Rlpper;
Jack’ has gone from- ldentlfylng with the New Testament
cod of'love-and peace to 1dent1fylng.w;th_a wrathful_
miss eurderer,_auaait is only asithe iattér that he

is. embraced by s001ety. '-'_:: 'i_yf - _es

The Rullng Class was targeted upon ltS release

for ‘its deplctlon of "the hypocrlsy of organlzed religlon
(Maglll 2070) as: weli as for 1ts deplctlon of * Chrlst

In the fllm:

. The dlssectlon of the Brltzsh upper class is

" inextricably-intertwined with ad allegory of - ]
the Church, and there are moments that may- prove

,Auncomfortable for some audlences because it show- -
cases a man who thinks he is Jesus Christ although
he may really, be Jack: the Rlpper (Curtrlght,‘
~W1Chlta Eagle) . L E P , o ;

the Rlpper would be more assured of success 1n the
- contemporary world than would Jesus Chrlst is b§ uoz
means -a comertabie one" (Maglll 20?2), But it is
thought provoklng." hisAstatement leads thevv1eWer;
to questlon if the values Chrlst'taught have truly been
forgotten by . 8001ety and, if’ so, whattklnd of;values
society upholds aﬁd'what kih& of'peopie'it"puts into
power. - |
Thevlmage of Christ presented byAurlter Peter Barnes,‘ 

ditector Peter Medak, and actor Peter O‘Toole, whccwon
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an Aqademy Awatdinomination’fof Best Actor for hle
pbrtrayel of Jack (Magill 20]2),1requires:analysis.lv
,DeépiteAtne Clea;lyﬁstated'lnsanity‘Qf the charaeter;
Ja;k's'cenvictien'ﬁhat he is-Jesus Christ'end some of
.hié'actlensvand statements wnlle‘in thls guise are
unorthodex and afe"shoekingfte some viewers. Jeck/Jesue
clalms to love everyone "fron-the bottom ‘of my heertv

to the tlp of my penls and proves thls by having sex - .
and conce1v1ng a Chlld with his wife in the fllm. This
depiction goes againstfthe traditionalﬁbellef that Jesus
was unmarried and a-celibate. Wnenlasked~how:heyknows'
he is God,_Jaqk/Jeéus repliee; ”beeause_every time T
pray,te~Him l findWI'm talking to myself."” Jack could
be aeeused of blaephemy for equating himself with divinity.
Occesipnally, Jack/Jesns interfupts the story by
spentanebusly burstingllnto eeng, leadinélproduction
numbers to "The vVarsity Drag" "My Blue Heaven", and
"Drvaones" " These numbers are used to illustrate the
.pOSSlblllty of rellgrous ‘and society leaders using
song-and-dance technlques to»galn popularlty. When
confronted with fear and the challenges of others to

his '“lelnlty" Jack/Jesus,cllmbs onto and cllngs to

the cross on-hiS‘wally~vAt other times he sleeps and
-meditates Qn-it,”indicatinQ his use of it as a seeurity

blanket, a use thaﬁ ‘+the real Christ did -not see.in the
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cross He was crucified on.
The United States Catholic Conference (U.S5.C.C.),
a communications monitoring .board composed of clergy:

and lay people, assigned The Ruling Class an-"A-IV"

classification, designating it "suitable'for adults ,
with reservations" (Herx and Zaza 6).  The A;IV
classification:
...refers to certain movies which are not morally
offensive in themselves but do require some analy-
sis and explanation to avoid mistaken interpreta-
tions and false conclusions" (Ibid.).
While stopping short of callin§ a film offensive or
blasphemous, the A-IV designation connotes that a film
is a borderline case that_justlmisses offensiveness .
or blasphemy. Also, the film could still be perceived
as offensive or ‘blasphemous by an individual viewer
who may not receive the "analysis and explanation™ that
the U.s.C.C. says the film requires.

The Ruling Class was,greeted with considerable

critical acclaim. “While the Los Angeles Times criticized

the film upon its American release for being "...snail-
slow, siag-heavy, shrill and gesticulating” (Magill

2071), the film received many more commendable notices,
includihg one which 'called it, "one of the best adaptations

of a play to the screen. ever" (Williams, Sacramento

Bee). In addition to Peter O'Toole's Academy Award
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nomihation, the film was honored as one of the National
Bodrd of Reviéw{s'top—ten.best English-language films
of 1972 (Steinberg 247).

The film was not, however, an immediate box-office

hitf According go-Magiil, "The 3uliﬁg Class did not
prove, to be an exéeétional success" (Magill 2072), at
least not on its initial release. .fhié.was perhaps
due:té the contrdversial.plot of the film asﬁwelljas
the bizarre stylé employed';h telling the story on the
screen. It -did go on to acquire a cultAfollowihg in .

the United States-and England in the years following

its first releaée’(Ryan,fPhiladelphia Inguirer}, pqséibly
for the same reasons .that it at firstjfailed. »fhe film
enjoygd a heavily-publicized American.;e—rélease in
1983,vwhen\éleven minutes-of‘previously missiﬁg footage
were restored tq«thezfilm in an effort to cash in on
Petef-O'Toole‘s fésurgent populérity:that year as'a

result of'his‘Academy:Award—nominated performance in

My ﬁavorite Year (Siskel, Chicago.Tribﬁﬁé).: Reli;ble

box office.figures regarding the finanqial»suécésséof

the film are difficult to acquire due tb'the film's

age, to its pfimary»exhibition on thé art house cirpuiﬁ;
and to the facf'that:its~Am$rican'release company, ﬁmbassy
Pictures, hag‘since"been acquired by another companf, |

- according to. Entertainment Data, an agéncy.that'tracks
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film grosses.

In l97d; two-young composers, Andrew Lloydeebber‘
and Tim Rice, had made an impact in the mus1c 1ndustry
w1th a rock opera that they had wrltten and released

as a record, Jesus Christ-Superstar."An‘internatiOnal

stage productlon of the opera met w1th great success

in 1971,'and a film versdony dlrected‘by Norman Jew1son,
followed in 1973 (Magril‘1216—1217).; NO‘previous-attempt
at a oontemporafy‘musical settinglof“the:Gospels-met

with as much suCCeSS-aS'Wehherfand;ﬁdoe‘s;;iAccording

to Broeske: - “ | | |

In concept and presentation, Jesus. Christ Super-
star...defies the conventional telling of the
- Christ story..- With its all<musical delivery re-
'sultlng in.the absence. of dlalogue, as well as
in its story line's bizarre merging of ancient
and contemporary strains, (the film) ranks as
-perhaps the most innovative work.about Jesus Christ
ever made. It 'is also one of the most controversial
(gtd. in Magill -1216-1217). :

Shot in a play-within-a-play format, the film depicts'-

a troupe of actorS’who:go out into the Israeli-desert,

where the film waS'made, to reenact Christ's passion -

and death. While this SeemS'non—controversial |
since its rnceptlon and throughout its evolutlon,
Jesus Christ Superstar has generated discussion

because of its very contemporary depiction of
the last ‘seven days of Christ's life (Magill l2l7)

The costumlng is a strange mish-mash of period and

contemporary styles, what sets there are, since most
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of the film takes place in cavés, gardens(’of'on
mountaintops, aré abstract; the musiq is primafily rock
and roll, and the dancing frenetic. The story is primarily
told from the point of view. of Judas,‘Jésus' betrayer.
Mary Magdalene sings of her intense love for Jesus,
' and Jesus 1s shown' to struggle with His love for her.
.Thére is a concéﬂtration on the political aspect of
Jesus' actions. and character, and on His followers'
attempts'to manipulate ana further empower Jesus' position.
The song lyrics“employ'lingo of the late 1960's and
early 1970's: "What's the buzz?", "Try not to'turn
onto troubles_that-might get you down", and Jesus Chrisp
referreq to as "J.'C."; The film has.something of a
"hippie" sensibility to it as a result. |

" There ié much*that is unconﬁentional in the actual

portrayal of Christ -as well. He is depicted as a

revolutionary figure, "or at very least an anti-
establishment figure who is beset by self-doubts" (Martin
68). He is an emotional- Jesus, revealing feelings of

anger, fear, sbrrow;“iove and distress through the course
of the film. He sings' of being overburdened and too
heavily demanded in”His‘ministry and of being.uncertain
whether or not He can fulfill God's mission. True to

the film's title, Christ comes across as a "fledgling

superstar" (Keyser 389, uncomfortable with His popularity
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S Phy51cally,'acto,

"‘"}1n New York Clty, followed“the succes

E ;lpouts, grlts hl'

‘whilelat the’sahe?vlme reallzlng 1t 15 necessary to

SOme extent for the success of HlS redemptlve m1551on. e Ty

Ted Neeley looks the part, at least

'as Jesus has tradltlonally been artlstlcally deplcted

'vand there 1s a- st

. Jew1son ‘on Jesus

color but 1ntens: rnd all seelng

Perhaps the most jarrlng aspect’of,the portrayal

of Chrlst 1n Jesus Chrlst Superstar, at least at the

*

s release, 1s the fact that He 51ngs.;ff:"'

Apart from the s'tlrlc mu51cal numbers 1n The Rullng

L Class the prev1o s.year, there had never been a mus1cal-

B3

productlon of the llfe of Chrlst although the mu51cal‘

'GodsEell, whlch deplcts a contemporary llfe of Chrlst

Sugerstar (Dart D7).; Though crltlcal'reactlons to the ~f”;frf g

mu51calyscore'were'p051t1ve, they were cons1derably =

et -4‘ :7» :,

x"less favorable toward the score 's adapt“'
‘screen and Neeley 5 rendltlons of the

“brothers, 1n thelr satlrlc‘book The Golden Turkey Awards,i

descrlbe Neeley s performance thls way_

teeth, roll” tW1tches :

an

hlS eyes,u

-1nterm1ttently" (Medved 130) Zlmmerman of Newsweek

Sald that Neeley s "Jesus often recalls Charles Manson"‘fﬁi:

,(qtd.:ln Medved:lBG), and Wllllamson of Plazbog declared

rOng concentratlon on’ the part ofvdlrector<fﬁ o

,“"He shrleks, AR
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:"~'permanently 1n publlc memory as the Screamln ,Jesus;

'f. as the stage Ver51on before 1thhad been

that Neeley s "portrayal of Jesus ought to le hi@;?i

1
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‘;(qtd. ln Medved 130) However, the score}s ada;tatlon, L

*conducted by Andre Prev1n for the fllm, dld recefﬁe“:fm

-an- Academy Award nomlnatlon, the only nomlnatlopwﬁhe{

"fllm recelved (Maglll l219) Apparently the ACademy

belleved that nothlng in th fllm deser ed merlt except
hé}ﬂbl’;*

A>harm the popula .ty of the work

”g The fllm s theatrlcal:release?was met.mj~l

'..;

vlncludlng Cathollcs, regarded'the llberhles taken w1th

,the New Testanent roots of the story as blasphemous

protest, RS-

Many Chrlstlans,'ﬁ'

o

f(Thompson 28 l) These llbertles 1nclude the exploratlon

“"”A;of Jesus 'and Mary Magdalene s love for each other and

‘_,

~the dep ctlon of Judas, whlch 1s much mere pOSltlve

'than the tradltlonal attltudes toward Jesus betrayer¢

The fllm was also condemned by the Natlonal Jew1sh

.lMaglll 1216} for allegeolyzpromotlng antl Semltlsm.w.ff&” .

EThere were objectlons to'the‘fllm k=] rock and roll,

e

’ song and dance style*and to the fllm S deplctlon of

"fJudas as a black man, but some rellglous leaders dld

‘14
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approve of the film, particularly the leaders of . the
then-popular "Jesus Movement" (Magill 1216).- Perhaps
they affirmed the film's realistic depictioﬁ of Christ,
*with- its emphasis on His huﬁanity, as well as the
contemporary setting and music employed to make Christ's
story relevanf to younyg people.

Thé Catholic Church did not get directly involved

in the controversy ‘that surrounded Jesus Christ Superstar.

The U.$.C.C. assigned the film an "A-III" rating, making
it suitable for adult.viewing only (Herx and Zaza 144).
Of the.film, the Conference said:

Screen version of the Andrew Lloyd Webber-Tim
Rice musical adds 'a completely new dimension
‘and drive to the music by virtue of a cinemato-
graphy. that enhances the original songs but also
threatens to overwhelm them. Entertaining as
musical theater, it can also be seen as a ‘sin-
cere if ‘naive effort to tell the story of Jesus.
in contemporary  -and ethical terms (Ibid.).

The Conference does-not- specify what it perceives as

"naive'" about the sterytelling of Jesus ChristESuperstar,
since it is an iﬁtelligentrmusical. The filé is at
times theologically simplistic, and pefhapsfthis ié,
what thQVConferénce“means to say, but it is respectful
of Christ and His Passion.- ‘

In its dinitial release, Jesus Christ Superstar

was an international box office hit, earning $13.3 million

dollars to become thé~eighth highest-grossing film of
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‘f:l973 (Ste1nberg‘l83), and'subsequent re releases, 3lff“

"ﬂtelev131on broadcasts, and v1deotape sales have made

R ] it e perennlal favorlte worldw1de. The fllm was even - ﬂ:. S

'chosen 1n 1975 as one of the forty flve;all tlme favorlte;f¢

~1mvsaceess.“ Accordlng to Morrls,

'=~Today, the fllm 15va ed‘
‘;sparlshes to 1llustrate Chrlst 5. mlnlstry?and Pass;on,«v.QZV
,partlcularly to youth groups, who flnd.the fllm appeallng .

\_for 1ts contemporary mu81c and plot

el ﬂtA After flfteen years of only occaslonal controver51al

<'.'lfllm portrayals of Chrlst The Passover Plot and Jesus"”

:fof Nazareth prlmary among them (Slnger 44 47),fthe

351ngularly most challenglng deplctlon of Chrlstﬁln fllm

hlstory reached mOV1e theaters and met enormouSrres;stanceﬁ",

;Dlrector ﬁaftinwfzﬂ**”‘

'ﬂ:Scorsese ‘8 l988¥f11m of leos Kazantzakls l9555novel
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in ﬁhé standard accofding—ee;Hollfwood.Bible epic" (Grogan
40). The emphasis on Christ's human nature feaches
~its highest level thus far ie:Seorsesefe film, which
presents Jesus as fifst obli?ious‘to His divine calliné,.'
then resistant to it, and, finally, reluctant to embrace
it until the very moment of His death.

Scorsese, a life- long Catholic ‘who had stualed
for the prlesthood before becomlng the director of such

acclalmed films as Mean Streets, Taxi- Drlver, and Raglng

Bull (Grogan 40), had first attempted to film The Last

Temptation of Christ in 1983, but the studio financing

the film, Paramouﬁt‘Pictures, pulled'fihancihg on fhe‘
producﬁion after being deluged witﬂ letters condemning
the studio and the film for blasphemy {Broeske ?I:l).
Appareh£ly, Paramount fea;ed,that‘the film's future -
chances for sqceess.Would be jeopardized by such protests
and decided it'was in- its best interests to cancel the
projeet. Feur YGars-later, Universal Studios announced
a multi-film agreement'with‘Scorsese which(would include

production of The Last Temptation of Chfist,: The f£ilm™ °

went into preducﬁion"in«Morocco in October[‘i987,funder

the title The Pa581on, ‘in an .attempt to dissuade any

rellglous protesters {Broeske VI:1). Under this title,
the production companymwould not be troubled byéthese

who would be immediaﬁely drawn to protest if. they khew
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the réeal title and the coﬁtroversial nature -of the plot.
The $6.5 million‘product?on;wrapbed'5¢veral months later
and*@és écheduled for a.ﬁ§ll, l988ftheatrical;release
’(Brgeéke'VI:lj. o

’The plot of the fiim is troubiesome for the&numerqus.
non-scriptural embeil-lishments made in its depiction
of thé life of Jestthrist} Jesué is introduced.in
the film as a carpenter,Abﬁt His main business comes
from bﬁilding thé“crosses that the'Romqns use for their
crucifixions; JeshS«even carries the crosses to Calvar§
when they are ready to be used. He fefuses to'joih
His fellow Jews in the resistance against.the Roman
occupétion as a way of reﬁécting,ﬂié divine call,.a
call he is hearlng more and. more strongly -As Jesusf
says to Judas in the: £ilm, "I want Hlm to choose someone
else; I want to destroy.every Qne of Hls messmahs!f
»Jesusﬁélso admits His-own sinfulness, séying "IﬁmVa
liar; I'm a hypocrite, -I'm éfraid of eQerythiﬁg;;.my
God is. fear; Lucifef“iSrinside of me".. There‘is”an'
empha51s in the film on Jesus' relatlonshlp with Mafy
Magdalene. They have apparently been ln love w1th each
othe: sin¢e they were”chmldren,'and it is hinted that,
it is'JesuS' inabiiityuto.cémmit to Mary that has led
her to a life ofuproéﬁitutign. In oﬁe écene, Jesus

says to Mary Magdalene, w1 want you to forgive me; I've
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done too many bad things..@ﬁhéwwpfst ﬁhings vaé done
have been tbAyou". o | |

Once past the first forty- flve mlnutes of the film's
nearly three-hour runn;ng,t;me, 1t is a relatlvely
traditionalAtelling:Of‘JesuéﬁlminiStrY*and Passion,
althoughvit doés.defer su?sfaphially_tg FéVéai that
Judas betrayéd JésusAonlf é% Jésus‘ Eehest,.so aé to
fulfili'His mission of redemptionkV'The moét discussed
.segmenﬁ of the film, however, is its finai,half-hoﬁr'
depicting JeSQS' "last temptation", g(fantasy;§ision
He has as a feéuit‘OE Satan's last atfempi‘to sway Jeéus f
from His mission as He is dylng on the cross.‘ Jesus
is given a look at- the remalnder of His life should

He choose not tQ}sacrifice Himself, a life that includea

iis marriage to:Mary»Magdalene, a'later,‘bigamous_marriage~'

to'the sisters Marywand Martha that results in children
for Him to father, énd~His,grthh to éld age. It is
only on His déathbed duriﬁg the bu;ning»of Jergsalem
;hét He is,viéited tn His vision by the aged époétles}'
who feveal the‘vision~to be a temptation bf Satan-:
Finally galnlng the ‘conviction to fulflll His mission,
Jesus 1mplores God'.to-accept Him as the Messxah, and
the fllm ends w;th Jesus." death'on the cross.
During £hefsummer~pri§r ﬁo~the'film{s scheduled

Fall, 1988 release daﬁe, a copy of an early-draftAscript
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of the film was's£dlén fovaniversél Studios and its
contents were subsequently leaked to‘several Christién‘
leadefs {Ankerberg and Weldon 41). These leaders and
otheré who got a look at the{ﬁootleg script soon began
protesting to Universal about its contents. 'They‘demandeﬁ‘
that the film not“beureleased‘based on théir objeétions
“to the scrlpt despite the fact that several of the
.scenes and dlalogue they found particularly objectlonable
in this early draft were not even in the final shooting
script (Groéani4l§x',Whether the final script Qas,changed
as a result of theséAéroteéts or had been change@ |
beforehand is nof"clear; but the changes £hat were made_
'stili did'ndtvpl§6ate the objectorsy

;n a short time, the éoncerns religiéds ieaders
héd_abput the film-reached their congregationg, and
many ﬁhristians_were”moved to action. ‘According‘to

Morris, "Martin Scorsese's The Last Temptation of Christ

unleashed aipubliC“outCry of a magnitude unprécedénted

in the history of religious films" (Morris 44). A media
campaign was la&nched-by~severalAChristian‘grdups(and
ghurchev. &ilitaﬁt“fundamentélists as well asAmainstreém
churchgé, ihcluding*the Catholic Cﬁurch,.attemptéé'to
.block the filﬁ's*releése. $heir efforﬁ wa s sﬁcéeSSfﬁl

Ato somé extents | N

Rallying support via telephone and television,
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the grow1ng-numbervof protesters S0 intimidated

theater owners:that several movie:- chains refused

to play Scorsese s £ilm, (Morris 44 . '
These chains, including‘the-United Artists theater chain,
'the nation S largesth(Grogan'QB){ apparently were daunted
by the. thought of crowds of protesters on their. doorsteps
.and the threat of Customer boycotts.»k’- | |

| Scorseseland’Universal leapedvto;the film's defense;

'declaring thatuFreedom of Speech uould'bepdefended?at
ali'costs,'and;:"in an,apparent atteﬁpt’togshortecircuit
mountinghprotests“by'fundahentalist factions within
the religious.community" (Morris 44)}adecided t§<mOVQ
}the'filnis reieasejdate up to mid—August, neariy a
;,month—and—a—half'ahead‘of schedule;:so“as'to "let the
American publicjtormﬂits_own opinion".(gtd in Pitre
l),_acCOrding_to;a*statementvissued byTUniyersa1,> This.
strategy wouid'See“the.film released;before any. decisive
-counLer strategy could be devised by the film's opponents.d

The Last Temptation of Christ opened on. August

12, 1988 in only nine theaters nationWide and was greeted
by hordes‘of picketers~and‘record—breaking_bu51ness.A
(Easton,dlﬁAAugI:1988;:VI:i)i 1The following'weekend,
it'opened in,more:theaters~in nore citiesiwith the same-
resuitsé(lbid.): The film received mixed‘reViews from
the,Christian.ieaders.who did chance ‘to See-it With

"descriptions ranging ﬁrom: an affirmation of faith'
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to 'the work of twisted minds'" (gtd. iﬁ San Diego Union,

15 July 1988: E18). -According to Riley, national direc-
tor at:the time for Morality in Media, a religious
media-monitoring board, the film was ‘objectionable because
it contained "...nudity, lasciviousness, implied homo-
sexuality, the denial of the authenticity of Christ
being the son of God" (Ibid.). However, according to
Lee, a film reviewer and former spokesman for the Lutheran
Council, the film: .
..:is an affirmation of faith...it's controversial
- and problematic, but not disrespectful of faith
in Jesus Christ as the redeemer of the world,
. and that's not bad for a Hollywood film (Ibid.).
Film criticswhaduﬁixed reactions .to the film, with'
some praising it 'as Scorsese's masterpiece and one of
1988's best films, while others thought it an embarassment
not worthy of ‘the controversy. Most agreed, however,
that Willem Dafoe”s~portrayal of Christ was noteworthy,
especially for a-film in the biblical genre. Morris
praised the film's'depiction of Christ, saying:
Gone is the starchiness that tends to mummify-
the actor playing the lead role.-. Willem Dafoe's
Jesus 1s a virile and energetic Nazarene. Here'
-1s .a Christ who laughs and cries and dances

(Morris 47). -

The film critic feor the. Charlotte Observer comméntéd

on the spiritual importance of Dafoets'performaﬂcel

saying:
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Conventional as Dafoe looks, he gives Jesus a
complexity that's unconventional for movies, and
his victory over sin could satisfy even an un- .
believer (Charlotte Observer, 18 Aug. 1988).

The Catholic' Church did not respond favorably to

The Last Temptation of Christ. Church officials decided

that the film's depiction of Christ was "clearly contrary

to the teachings of the Church" (gtd. in Los Angeles

TimeszIB July 1888}, and they urgea Catholics to boycott
the film and ité:Parent company, Universal Studios.

The U.S.C.C. assigned the f£ilm an “O" rating,laesignating
the film as'"morally offensive" to Christiaﬁs; ﬁot only
because of its depiction of Christ but also becauée

"the movie dweils on sexual ratherﬁthan spiriﬁual loveA
and contains excessive graphic violence" (Ibi&;f. Bishop
Anthony Bosco, chairman of the Communications Commiftee
of the U.S.C.C., justified the condemnation given ‘the
film by saying "the:film was seeking to discuss the
humanity of Christ, “which has alwayé,intrigued
theologians...iﬁﬂis a .distorted picture” (gtd. in USA
Today, 11 Aug. 1988,"A2). Just be;ause a film offers
a‘"distorted'piCtureﬂvoﬁ~Christ does not, however, mean
the piéture is necesgarily morally offensive and without
‘merit. By concentrating on Christ's humanity, thé £film
explores the fears and frailties of Christ, but this

does not reveal Him to be any less divine.
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Uitimaﬁely,'the Catﬁolic Churcﬁfhdped'tozdownplay

its attltude toward the fllm and av01d blow1ng the

controversy out of - proportlon.~However, many local parlshes

organlzed petition’ pr@tests and plcket groups, much
Ato,the consternatiomxofeChurch officiaie such as'ﬁishop
Thomas O'Brien oE the diocese of Phoenlx, Arizona, Qho
"feared that such forms of protest would only draw more
publicity to the;film~(Perkes Fl).

Bishop O'Brien's fears: seemed to be fealizediin‘
the film's recordebreaking opening. iThe film>grossed
$44,579 per screen, -an astionomicaliy.high per-screen
average, in its first. three aegs_of reiease at nine
theatere-(Easton,*l6 Aug. 1988, VI:i). The high.grossee
carried over when:the film opened in wider reieeée the
following weekifIbidf), showing that the publicity'had
instilledvan eegernese tovsee the film within the American
public.  The film's grosses tapered off somewhafAby
the fourth er fifth week, most probabiy due to the fact
thet the film never "got anﬁeX£remely'wide release{beeause
. of tﬁe.theater chains‘=refq5al to exhibit it; the>Cinepiex~
Cdeon'chain, owned:by‘Uniﬁeisal Pic£ﬁres' parent eompany,
MCA, was the only chain that ultimately showed thé film
(Glelberman 170) 'In"mosteeities, it dnly played‘ih

one ©r two usually 1ndependently owned theaters. As

of October 20, 1988, The Last Temptation of Christ had
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'grossed $9.7 million in the United States (Hollywood

Regorter-BS), not a blockbﬁSter figure but' respect

able for a biblical épic released during the teenage-
oriented, summeremovie'moﬁﬁhs. The film grossed more

iq its subsequént overseas release énd has been popular
sincerits releasé on video, possibly because people

feel safef watching it inAthe privacy of their own homes.

These three particular films, The Ruling Class,

Jesus ‘Christ Superstar, and The Last Temptation of Christ,

as well és other. films that depict Jesus Christ in a
controversial manner, present a dilemné for the Church:
how to criticize or condemn such portgayals without
generating fufthef public interest in them.. While the
Catholic Church did not attack these £ilms with the
apparéh£ zeal thaﬁ’séme Protestant churches did; it
did make its position known to its fifty—fhree million

members (Los’AhgeleS'Times; 15 July.1988) and,

subsequently, to the media. Most distressing is the. -
‘fact that the majority of priests and religious leaders

who most heavily criticized The Last Temptétion of Christ

nevér saw the film (Rackham Fl1); they wefe basing.their‘.
criticisms for the most~part-on hearéay. As the finished
film differed in s@meﬂreépects from the early—dfaﬁ?
scrip£_that most-clergy had heard about or weré acguainted

with, many of the specific allegations against the film
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were no longer valid!by,the time the film was released;

some originally offensive dialogue and scenes had either

been rewritten orfremovéa altogether..
At the same time., some of the positive statements
these depictions of Christ make on such issues as the

dual nature of Christ (The Last Temptation of Christ),

~ the alternative means of presenting the life of Christ

(Jeéus Chriét-Superstar), and the dysfunction that'can,if

be present in organized religion and in society as a

whole (The Ruling~Class) have been virtﬁally ignqged -

by the Church. For-example; the U.S.C.C. cited the. -

_graphic violence -depicted in The LastrTemptation of

Christ as part of its reasoning for declaring the film .

‘mQrally offensive. - Whét'fhe‘Conference did not seem
to consider was that-the mos£ graphic‘violence’in thé
film is part'of £hewcrucifixidn'scene; Ythe strongest
SUCh sééﬁeVof.ali‘time“~(Clark Dl). I£ was also;the
firsztime.thefaépictbon_of‘the crucifixion was
’hisﬁo;icaily correcf;“ Acébrding to Motfis:
L.The.harsh'reéligﬁ gf this filmic~pas$i0n enables
one to understand why. crucifixion, with its de-

" nounced, stripped, and nalled victims, was con-
sidered the most painful and demeaning form of

execution ‘in the entire Roman world (Morris 46). -

While definitely ‘intense to view, this is fundamental,

factual information' for -Christians to receive, and it

is conceivable ‘that“a personal understanding of Christ's.
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Passion ‘can change and deepen-as.a'resuit'ofrviewing
this scene in the film.

What the Catholic Church needs to do lS to present
a more fully informed analysis of such cinematic portrayals
of Christ to its members, avoiding sweeping judgements
and. condemnations and'concentrating instead on identifying :
-and accepting the attributes of such films. Granted,
some films may indeed have few redeeming values for
Catholics, but other films may have noteworthy statements
to make. The-films that do not have redeeming vaiues
for Catholics should be quietly ignored by the Church
and picketing, hoycotts, and letter—writing campaigns
shouidlall-be abandoned.._The_UfS,C.C. may be effective.
at communicating its criticisms on a national 1evel;
but perhaps suchaanalysisand criticism could beAeVen'
more effective”at'a~diocesan or parish_level,_where‘
the concerhs of ‘certain agelgroups or- minorities regarding

such films could be better’ ascertained and taken into

consideration. A rock—and—roll‘muSical like Jesus“Christ -

Superstar has limited-appeal to senior -citizen audiences,
but can serve as an'appeaiing and effective tool in.
educating younngatholics.- Likewise, a ‘three~hour’ long

biblical epic like'The'Last'Temptation of'Christ may

be difficult for teenagers to Sit through ‘but may be

thought provoking fare for older Catholics.
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Blshop Besco of the U S.C,C admlts that heqdoesn;t

';"purport to be a mov1e crltlc (qtd 1n USA Todag

Aug.A1988 AZ), and 81nce most of those who 51t on the

'Communlcatlons Commlttee of the U S C C: are notvtralned

-mov1e CrlthS, the oplnlons of tralned CrlthS and fllm

_scholars should'bertakenywnto con51deratlon when rev1ew1ng

V“fand ratlng suchgfllms. These\crltlﬁlsms should then'*”“”

lbe evaluated 1n the context of Cathol;‘ﬁunderstanding~f5}"A

evaluatlons of Such fllmS 1s“_

‘.ﬁcrltlcs

LA &1nappropr1ately 3udgemental for a prlest‘Lo-tell hlS

",,congregatlon,’as One Arlzona prlest dld that‘"the fllm f7v'lu

-f;producers godlls money..rlf they could make $len thelr :

grandmother, they d do 1t 1f lt cost her her soul,«,i

theyf_ouldn t care less" (qtd 1n Rackham Fl).' Fllmmaklng

. s\ : -

1s a- multl mllllon dollar 1ndustry, but 1t 1s also a

medlum for artl

:c expre851on and, 1n the case of these
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‘fllms deplctlng Chrlst, a'means oflspirituaf‘ekpression;'fﬁga

Scorsese descrlbed The Last Temptatlon of Chrlst as“”.mi

\pa,,‘

»belng for hlm fllke a. prayer...lt 1s my way of worshlpplng

'-;(Grogan 43), and Jew1son descrlbed hlS Jesus Chrlst

‘SuEerstar as.. belng -a, "splrltual experlence, and 1t 'S

fbeautlful" (Medved 132) Whlle 1t lS p0551b1e for some

- v.‘

dlrectors to make such statements for the sake of

.pub1101ty, these two men are two of the most respected 'E%i'“':

ffllmmakers in the bu81ness and among audlences.mifﬁﬁxv
ilsAalso 81gn1flcant to remember that Soorsese.mas‘aw
:fone tlme semlnarlan and stlll cons1ders hlmself'aACathollc
'(Grogan 42), and 1t is ooubtful that blasphemy 1s hls -

1ntentlon 1n any of hlS works.v,

At the tlme of the release of’The Last Temptatlon

<

of Chrlst, the U S C C _suggested that the Cathollc

Church use the fllm s release "as an Opportunlty tof

dplace before our people agaln the true 1mage_of'Chrlst""_uhﬂ

‘(Los Angeles Tlmes, 15 July 1988) ThlS is a:commendable

notlon, but the”U S C C dld not suggest or stlpulate“’

dhow thls was to be accompllshed.; The Church needs to

-', oo (_. "

Lsponsor better fllm and medla educatlonal programs,

Aﬂpartlcularly to address controver51al fllms.~ ThlS could a

stake several forms,‘the most effectlve of,whlch mlghtff?'m

'be a set response program formed at a dlocesan level

. %
T N EEE-S
ARNS [

‘Wth§t5¢buld:then;befimpiementedjin parishes, eitherfasv,‘



http:publl'c.i:.ty

- .': ;.Z:t}»;‘ L ‘ o Carip e»‘r:l"t_er. ]

OIS - - At JEEE. . - \. st

,an ong01ng educatlonal program or as an "ad hoc"'program

’to be used onlyfln response to a” medla cr1s1s. gﬂﬁey'#f-v;'ﬂf -

B g

:flrst approach may be preferable 1n order to 1nstlll

”a‘contrnuoushu" gever—lpere sing, awareness w1th1n

: of researchlng and collectlng 1nformatlon, 1nclud1ng

“eular fllm and wouldi‘“

parlsh dlscu581on groups,.a parlshrw1de meetlng:o ,ﬂxﬂr'

x,

to be sure, and thls_ceuld be monltore

fCathollc Blshops (N C C.BY% ) ;vaen 1f OfflClal protest
‘?should ultlmately be deemed the best measure agalnst
.:an offen51ve portrayal of Chrlst, educatlon and evaluatlonw

‘-should be 1mplemented flrst.\;

The best way for thef ,thollc Church to foster

E

‘;pos1t1ve deplctlons of Chrlst 1n'fllm may be for the

'Church to produce such fllms.e The Church should make:‘

Agreater strldes in 1nvolv1ng 1tself dlrectly 1n fllm
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andfﬁédia‘production and iﬁ the Hollf@ood process, even
possibly to the extent of becomlng an 1ndustry part1c1pant
itself. 'This would assure the Church an opportunlty
to better assert the: 1mages and 1deals that it upholds.
In the last few years, rhe Paullsts, a Cathollc religious
order;'finéncedvRoméroi a I98§‘film based on the life
of martyred Archblsh@p Oscar Romero of San salvador.
Released under the company tltle "Paullst Pictures"
it is a rellglous £ilm . that doesn t cater exclus1vely
to Cathollcs,.and theApresence—oﬁAacror'Raul Julla in
the.title'role helped to briné(theﬂ%@im_international‘
critiéal atrentian. . |
ThevCatholiC”Church has rhe financiél means’for
future Ventures,into rhe film.industry, and there are
many talented artlsts both w1th1n and outside the Church
who»could be enllsted’to create toplcal, appeallng fllms
about jesué or other réligioﬁs figures and events that
'have'the porential to reach contemporary audiences yet‘
not be ofrénsive_tO‘bhe Church or blasphemoﬁtho rhe
image of ChristrlrFor“such films to‘be'ropical'andy
reaiistic, héwever;“the Church might have to allow for
somé méral-1¢ewa¥'fer7appropriate and essential, though
nér‘excessive, depictions of sex and violénce. Just
because a film‘cdnrains a graphically Vinent crﬁéifixion

- scene oOr depicts the full details of Mary Magdalene's
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;sexual 1mmorallty should not be 1mmed1ate cause for'

'qf"morally offen81ve labe i@;A flnanClal 1nvestment

Aln tlme, mlght prove to be flnanc1ally successful as

3

'weil.fs

,:’2‘

:ﬁ programs on a dlocesan and/or'parlsh level and*ﬁ":”f“h

~;;4.; The growth.of;actual 1nvolvement on the part of

the Churchfrn the fllm productlon process.ﬁ:f

and testlng these strategles, as well 3

as developlng others;ﬂthe Church and the powers that be"

Yln the medla could establlsh stronger means of

fcommunlcatlon and lnter 1nvolvement that could help

feach to reallze the beneflts and strengths they have"

'to offer one anoth%r 'At the same tlme, the Church N
';could assert lts teachlngs and create 1ts own 01nemat1c

ta
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oo

deplctlons and portrayals of Chrlst and Chrlstlan values.:f'

The Church can t stop negatlve or offen31ve rellglous N

'portrayals from reachlng audlences, but 1t could prov1de*n

educatlonal opportunltles and offer alternatlve fllms
to combat such portrayals. ﬁil

A chance to 1mplement some of these strategles

is - forthcomlng., Dlrector Paul Verhoeven of RoboCop

'and Total Recall fame, two fllms noted for thelr graphlc o

v1olence, recently announced hlS plans to dlrect Chrlst ;

the Man,’an "hlstorlcal rather than theologlcal look

1 at the llfe Of Jesus" (Parker C4) Rather than dustlng

off 1ts plcket signs and prlntlng boycott sheets,;the

‘Cathollc Church should look to such a fllm for ltS i

~:challenglng presentatlon and see 1t as an opportunlty 'ff}g_

to strengthen respect for and protectlon of the 1mage

‘lts awareness of the artlstlc and splrltual beneflts

fthat such a portrayal may 1ndeed possess. By tak“ng

ithese steps, an equlllbrlum may be achleved between

”the Church S need for respect and the artlst s rlght

to expres51on, and the message of Chrlst may more fullyil"f*

\.~,: .

‘of Chrlst. At the same tlme, the Church‘should 1ncrease i; E..3%"‘
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