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Film is the twentieth and twenty-first centuries' most influen­
tial art form. Americans of all religions, races, and classes 
consume film avidly; metaphors and phrases gleaned from 

films permeate the popular press as well as everyday speech. The 
stories we all know and share regardless of socioeconomic back­
ground are increasingly not religious narratives, but rather movie 
plots. In some cases, the communal viewing of a film in a darkened 
theater and the lively discussion it inspires have become a more 
vital site of spiritual exploration and reflection than the mainline 
church service. As the art form which is most pervasive in the lives 
of contemporary Americans, film is a primary vehicle for both the 
interpretation and construction of religious meaning. 

In conjunction with the increasing scholarly interest in religion 
and the visual arts, religious studies scholars and theologians 
have also turned their attention to religion and film. Within the 
last twenty years, and particularly within the last ten, scholars and 
theologians have produced books on the subject at an ever-
increasing pace. In many ways, however, religion and film is still 
a highly immature field. Many—perhaps even most—of the 
books written recently about religion and film are designed for 
non-academic audiences, and have a heavily confessional bent. 
Books such as Bryan P. Stone's Faith and Film (2000) and Sara 
Anson Vaux's Finding Meaning at the Movies (1999) are 
designed primarily for church study groups, and include materi­
als such as discussion questions that are appropriate for that audi­
ence. Although well-crafted for their intended purpose, ultimate­
ly these books use the films in the service of Christian theologi­
cal concerns rather than allowing them to speak on their own 
terms. Biblical films are also a popular topic in the field, especial­
ly Jesus and Christ films.1 Books such as W. Barnes Tatum's Jesus 
at the Movies: A Guide to the First Hundred Years (1997) and 
Christopher Deacy's Screen Christologies: Redemption and the 
Medium of Film (2001) use a literary critical approach that is 
heavily informed by Christian theology. Though this work on 
Jesus and Christ films is often insightful, it does not consider 
questions about religions other than Christianity in film, nor how 
non-Christians might understand the religious significance of the 
medium. 

For the purposes of this essay, I will examine works in the field 
of religion and film that have serious scholarly intent and that 
venture outside the area of explicitly biblical film. This overview 
of recent literature will demonstrate that the field of religion and 
film is still submerged in Christian confessional concerns, an 
approach that, while it clearly has important contributions to 
make both to theology and religion and film, has led scholars of 
religion and film to approach the broader questions of the field 
too narrowly. In order to reflect the full diversity of religion in 



244 / Religious Studies Review Volume 30 Number 4 / October 2004 

contemporary America, as well as to produce readings of films 
that do not subordinate the films' messages to a theological agen­
da, the field of religion and film needs to draw more heavily on 
religious traditions other than Christianity and on secular film 
and culture studies techniques. This development, however, must 
be accomplished without fully capitulating to the secular norms 
of a cultural studies approach, a pitfall that several recent works 
in the field fail to avoid. 

Although one might argue that the sheer pervasiveness of 
Christianity in America (with around 85% of the population 
claiming a Christian religious identity [Prothero 2003, 6]) justi­
fies the dominance of the tradition in religion and film, I follow 
scholars such as sociologist Wade Clark Roof and historian of 
religion Catherine Albanese in asserting that the impact of non-
Christian religious traditions on American religious thought and 
practice has been profound. For example, as Roof argues in 
Spiritual Marketplace, a new openness to syncretism and a "seek­
er" mentality can increasingly be found not just among meta­
physical believers, but also among evangelicals and mainline 
Christians. One quarter of Roofs respondents (many of whom 
identify as Christians) said they believe in reincarnation (Roof 
1999, 83),2 and eastern religious practices such as meditation and 
yoga are offered by churches across the nation. These alternative 
religious beliefs and practices are extremely popular in American 
religious culture, yet one would hardly guess that from the 
Christianity-dominated literature on religion and film that has 
been produced (perhaps with the exception of the popular and 
scholarly excitement over the recent Matrix films, which employ 
a mixture of Christian, Gnostic, and Buddhist religious imagery). 
In general, the field of religion and film is ripe for scholars whose 
interests include non-Christian religions and whose primary ana­
lytical approach is something other than traditional Christian the­
ology. 

John R. May and Michael Bird's collection Religion in Film 
(1982) represents an early effort to use film criticism techniques 
as a primary method of approach when studying religion and 
film. May's introduction emphasizes "the primacy of the lan­
guage of cinema for the act of interpretation" (ix), and suggests 
that though Judeo-Christian traditions dominate the analyses fea­
tured in the book, "the reader must keep in mind that the writers 
have acknowledged Christian roots, and more significantly, that 
Judaeo-Christianity has been the dominant religious influence in 
the West where film has more obviously flourished, if not 
excelled" (xi). Despite this bias, he writes, "Our intention has 
been to interpret and use the word religion in the broadest sense 
so that what is taken as simply religious is understood as apply­
ing to all religions or to religious experience, generally speaking" 
(x). 

From this promising beginning, in his essay "Visual Story and 
the Religious Interpretation of Film," May situates religion and 
film within the field of religion and literature, which he sees as 
being born with T.S. Eliot's seminal essay "Literature and 
Religion." However, May rejects Eliot's claim that theology is the 
norm for judging greatness in literature. Instead, he follows 
R.W.B. Lewis's idea that "the norms forjudging a discipline must 
come from within that discipline; thus, literature cannot be sub­
jected to an alien norm any more than theology and religion can" 
(25). Lewis uses the word autonomy to describe this approach to 
literature, and May proposes also to use this standard in the field 
of religion and film. This insistence that film must be evaluated 

by cinematic norms alone closely mirrors the preoccupation of 
religionists to interpret religion on its own terms. If one claims 
that a film is open to a religious world view, May argues, this 
must be done in cinematic rather than theological terms. The 
scholar need not require that a film use religious imagery or the­
ological ideas in order to be considered religious, nor should she 
if the work of art is being interpreted as art. For May, this aesthet­
ic approach leads to the exploration of religious questions: "An 
approach to the religious interpretation of film that respects its 
autonomy as an art form will, by definition, have to explore those 
dimensions of the formal structure of film that represent the visu­
al analogue of religious or sectarian questions" (31). 

Unfortunately, as May begins to get into the specifics of how 
this "visual analogue to religious questions" might be modeled, 
he dives headfirst into Christian theology to structure his 
approach. The primary religious questions he proposes are the 
nature of God, the problem of evil, and the question of salvation. 
Further, he overgeneralizes with the statement that Eastern tradi­
tions propose "an impersonal universe, the isolated individual, 
and release from self through exercises of the mind" while 
Western religions embrace "a personal force, social involvement, 
and liberating love" (31-32). May also employs John Dominic 
Crossan's theology of story to broaden his approach, but again, 
this model is embedded in the Christian tradition. Crossan con­
trasts myth (conceptualized as fundamentally world-creating) 
with parable (world-subverting), and privileges the latter through 
its association with Jesus. Although May's idea that films' reli­
gious potential might be explored in terms of myth and story is 
promising, his choice of a theological model of narrative limits 
his theory's scope and undermines his commitment to under­
standing film on its own terms. 

May's analyses of specific films later in the book are no more 
satisfying. Rather than delving deeply into single films, he traces 
themes such as the demonic across dozens of movies, giving 
many of the films no more than a half-page treatment. Further, his 
analyses often contain unexplained value judgments that betray 
the heavy influence of Christian theology in his work. In "The 
Demonic in American Cinema," May assumes that his readers 
will agree that portrayals of evil as an external (rather than inter­
nal) force are obviously absurd, and he viciously attacks films 
such as The Exorcist for their lack of credibility without examin­
ing why films depicting externalized evil have been so popular in 
American culture (84). Though May makes some promising the­
oretical moves in framing the field of religion and film, in the end 
he is too immersed in traditional theological questions to produce 
readings without a confessional bent. Significantly, May was not 
at a seminary at the time Religion in Film was published, but was 
a professor of English at a state university. This is further indica­
tion that at the beginning of the 1980s, religion and film was 
firmly grounded in Christian theological questions, even among 
non-theologians. 

May has edited several collections on religion and film since 
1982, but his essay in New Image of Religious Film (1997) is par­
ticularly of note. I will mention it here rather than chronological­
ly with the rest of the works because almost all the religion and 
film criticism that it discusses was written before 1978. May reit­
erates the tripartite Tillichian model he began developing in 
Religion and Film with more brevity and clarity: heteronomy, he 
writes, is Eliot's position, that literature is to be considered "the 
handmaiden of faith"; theonomy, following Tillich, sees both reli-
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gion and literature as grounded in matters of ultimate concern; 
autonomy, as Lewis described it, insists on judging literature only 
by its own norms (20). May develops this model further into a 
five-part model of pre-1978 theological film criticism examining 
various combinations of moral and aesthetic positions. Religious 
discrimination, his first category, is associated with heteronomy, 
and holds that no work can be considered art unless it is also 
morally and theologically sound. Religious visibility limits theo­
logical judgment only to films with explicit religious content, 
while applying heteronomous norms. His third category, reli­
gious dialogue, puts theology and film in conversation, with both 
having the potential to inform and critique the other. Religious 
humanism, which he associates with theonomy, understands film 
(and all art) as inherently having religious content because of its 
serious interrogation of the human condition. Finally, May iden­
tifies religious aesthetics with autonomy, and describes the 
approach as one that investigates the religious significance of the 
film medium itself. In developing this model, May gives sum­
maries of works that are exemplars of each approach. The essay 
serves as an extremely helpful overview of the state of the field 
before its explosion in the 1990s, and again emphasizes its entan­
glement with theological issues. 

Joel W. Martin and Conrad E. Ostwalt, Jr.'s Screening the 
Sacred: Religion, Myth, and Ideology in Popular American Film 
(1995) is one of the first collections to self-consciously separate 
theological criticism from the secular study of religion and film. 
In his introduction, Martin portrays the field of religion and film 
as still very much in its infancy; throughout the 1980s, film crit­
ics ignored religion, while religious studies scholars ignored film 
(3). He believes there is some reason for this, however: there are 
many aspects of human religiosity that have not and perhaps 
never will be represented in film, and there are many films with 
so little religious content that to take a religious studies approach 
to them would be like "squeezing blood from a turnip" (4). 
Overall, Martin finds the most fruitful space for religion and film 
studies to be in the large middle ground between movies that have 
no significant religious content and those that are explicitly reli­
gious. 

With this in mind, the book is structured according to a three-
part division Martin proposes: theological criticism, mythologi­
cal criticism, and ideological criticism. All three of these divi­
sions, however, expect that the author is not doing explicitly con­
fessional criticism; a literary or culture studies approach is 
assumed. As Martin explains, the division describes differing 
conceptions of religion. Theological critics are those who equate 
religion with a specific tradition (for example, Christianity and 
the Bible); mythological critics equate religion broadly with uni­
versal archetypes and symbols; and ideological critics focus on 
religion's political and social effects (7). As Ostwalt emphasizes 
in his introduction, these divisions are not meant to be definitive. 
Instead, they are the editors' attempt to demonstrate the diversity 
of approaches possible within religion and film, which vary 
depending on how religion and the relationship between it and 
film are understood. 

Although Christian traditions, ideas, and images still dominate 
Screening the Sacred, the book is one of the few to feature essays 
using pre- and post-Christian mythology, New Age ideas, and 
models derived from ritual studies. Particularly notable in the col­
lection is "Evolution of the 'The New Frontier' in Alien and 
Aliens: Patriarchical Co-optation of the Feminine Archetype" by 

Janice Hocker Rushing, an omnivorous treatment of cross-cultur­
al goddess myths, colonization, and gender politics that neverthe­
less sticks close to the films themselves. Rushing achieves a bal­
ance between analysis of culture and analysis of the films as 
texts. Her treatment of the films is strongly woven into the cloth 
of the essay, and is not used merely as an opportunity for a tan­
gential political diatribe. The result is an essay that takes film, 
religion, and politics seriously, and does not grossly err in subju­
gating the interests and norms of one to any of the others. 
Martin's "Redeeming America: Rocky as Ritual Racial Drama" is 
also particularly effective in contextualizing Rocky in the racial 
and economic climate of the late 1970's, powerfully demonstrat­
ing how the film ritually encodes themes of racial violence. 
Martin's essay combines aspects of ritual studies, film criticism, 
and social history, and serves as an example of the kind of inter­
disciplinary approach that he praises in his introduction. 
"Redeeming America" contains striking insights about the cathar­
tic social function of the Rocky films that would have been invis­
ible to a scholar using any of these three approaches alone. Both 
these essays are also notable for the way they reveal the religious 
impact of film on the wider culture. Clearly, neither scholar is 
working in a cultural vacuum. 

Published a year later, Maigaret Miles's Seeing and Believing: 
Religion and Values in the Movies (1996) tackles film primarily 
through its social context. Even more explicitly than the contrib­
utors of Screening the Sacred, Miles concentrates on popular 
films because she believes strongly in their cultural impact. 
"Film," she writes, "is an accessible medium in which competing 
issues of public and private life in a pluralistic society are formu­
lated and represented for consideration and interpretation" (xv). 
Because of its accessibility and pervasiveness, Miles argues that 
we must investigate in detail the ethical and religious values artic­
ulated in film, particularly those movies that we as a culture dis­
miss as "harmless entertainment." Miles understands film as an 
important site for both the representation and production of cul­
ture, and as such, she takes it very seriously. 

The strength of Miles's book is in her effort to place each film 
in a detailed social and cultural context. For example, in dis­
cussing the documentary Paris Is Burning, a film about ball cul­
ture in the impoverished world of black and Hispanic gay 
Harlem, Miles argues that the film exploits its subjects by failing 
to interrogate white privilege: white audiences are comfortably 
flattered as they observe the efforts of marginalized ballwalkers 
to imitate rich, white female heterosexuality. Miles supports her 
argument powerfully with background information not included 
in the film—the fact that some of the subjects were dying from 
AIDS at the time of filming, and that a number had died since; 
the refusal of the director to share all but a pittance of the film's 
profits with the interviewees after it was a surprise hit, earning 
around $4 million (175). Throughout the book, Miles emphasizes 
how the need to make a film successful at the box office often 
undermines its potential for liberating ethical or religious mes­
sages. To the degree a film is "entertaining," she argues, it cannot 
be genuinely religious. 

Though Seeing and Believing is not explicitly confessional in 
the sense of using theological language in its analysis, Miles— 
who was dean of the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley at 
the time the book was published—has a liberal social agenda that 
tends to choke off any treatment of film as art. For Miles, film is 
simply not interesting on its own terms; any merit a film may 


