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Preface

One does not have to be a biblical scholar to write a book about the Jesus movies. Indeed, there are many other sorts of academics who potentially have an interest in this subject and would be able to provide insights that may be lost on a biblical scholar. A film historian could situate these films in the context of the movie industry in North America and Europe or consider how the advances in technology have either added to or detracted from the power of these films. An art historian could look at how the Jesus movies utilize the masterpieces of Christian art in the appearance of Jesus and those who surround him, support him and oppose him, and in framing particular scenes such as the Flight to Egypt or the Last Supper. A specialist in popular culture could look at the films’ use of “Hallmark” crèche images and other clichés and stereotypes. A music historian could analyze the presence, or absence, of Handel’s Messiah, gospel music, or contemporary Middle Eastern cadences in the movies’ soundtracks, as well as the mood created by the instrumentation and other musical elements. A theologian could study the faith claims implicit in these movies in the context of various theological streams in contemporary Christian society in North America and Western Europe.

As it happens, however, I am a scholar of the Christian scriptures, and my academic interests and education have shaped my approach to these movies. As will no doubt be clear to my readers, I have been fascinated in particular by the complicated relationship between these films and their sources, particularly the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. But in the process I have been drawn into the orbits of the disciplines I have mentioned, for it is impossible to understand the Jesus movies without at least some attention to the two thousand years of meditation and imagination that has resulted in a rich tapestry of images, sounds, beliefs and ideas that have shaped this genre of film at least as much as the Gospels and other literary sources have done. No doubt specialists in those fields will find evidence of my amateur approach to their areas, and for this I apologize in advance. But the study itself has ignited my own interests, particularly in Christian art through the ages, and a profound appreciation for the impact of art on the way in which we visualize “the greatest story ever told.”

I gratefully acknowledge the support of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council, as well as of McMaster University, Wilfrid Laurier University, the University of Ottawa, the Hebrew University, and their libraries. This book had its beginning during a year spent at the Institute for Advanced Studies at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem 2000–2001 and numerous short stays from 2001–2005, and the first draft was written in July 2004 while I was a resident at the lovely Villa Serbelloni in Bellagio, courtesy of the Rockefeller Foundation. My colleagues both at the Institute and at the Villa Serbelloni were wonderful dialogue partners and I learned much from conversations with them and from their feedback on my presentations.

Like all teachers, I have perhaps learned the most from my students. As a wandering academic, I have had the pleasure and privilege of sharing this material with numerous students at numerous institutions, whether in formal courses at McMaster University, Wilfrid Laurier University and the University of Cape Town Summer School, through occasional lectures at universities, colleges and divinity schools in North America, Europe, and Israel, or in the context of informal adult education at the Summer Institute of the National Havurah Committee, and numerous synagogues, churches, and other organizations. Most memorable, perhaps was my sole attempt at distance education, linking Wilfrid Laurier University with the Universities of Helsinki, Calgary, and Liverpool for an intensive transatlantic graduate course.

My friends and colleagues have been listening to me or reading my drafts patiently for several years now. I wish to express my appreciation in particular to Carl Holladay, W. Barnes Tatum, William R. Telford, Jan Willem van Henten, Richard Walsh, and Robin McL. Wilson, as well as to my editor, Cynthia Read, not only for her patience, but also for her insightful comments on the draft. Many thanks to Steven Scott and Jo Wilkinson. Eva Bach did numerous tasks, from checking transcriptions to organizing my files and bibliographic creating databases. Julia TerMaat, of Oxford University Press, guided me gently through the process of preparing the final manuscript complete with stills, and Gwen Colvin through the production process.

As always, I have my family to thank at every turn. My younger children, Simcha and Shoshana, joined me through my first run through many of these films, offering commentary that was occasionally useful and always entertaining. Mordechai Walfish helped to transcribe notes and compile an initial bibliography. My daughter Miriam-Simma and son-in-law Michael listened patiently at various points in the book and tried to work through some of the structural issues that the book presented. Most of all, I thank my husband Barry Walfish, who throughout many years kept his eyes open for any pertinent books that appeared on the shelves of Robarts Library at the University of Toronto, and went over the penultimate draft with his usual care and eye for detail.

Finally, I owe a major debt of gratitude to Jason Shim. Jason’s genuine and unflagging interest in this project made it a pleasure to work with him for the past three years. Not only did Jason proofread and comment upon the entire manuscript, but his expertise in matters digital enabled me to work on this project whether I was in Hamilton, Jerusalem, or Bellagio, and made the many technical tasks involved in the preparation of the manuscript much easier. I could not have completed this book without his assistance.

This book is dedicated to David Kinsley. David was a relatively new professor in the Religious Studies Department at McMaster University when I arrived in 1975 to begin my MA. Throughout my years as a graduate student and, later, as a faculty member myself, we enjoyed a cordial and collegial relationship. But it was only in January 2000, when David was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer, that we truly became friends. David made it clear that he and his wife Cary welcomed visitors. I took him at his word, began to visit them at home on a weekly basis, and took my turn at driving David to the hospital for his radiation treatments. These visits were the high point of my week, a time of conversation and respite from a hectic schedule. Despite his illness and growing weakness, David retained his warmth, his interest in life, and his optimistic outlook on life and humankind. At this time “Jesus of Hollywood” was barely a glimmer in my mind and it was in conversations with David that the project began to take shape. He urged me to prepare a book proposal for Oxford, and I did so immediately, in the hope—gratefully realized—that I would have a book contract to show him before he left us. His memory is a blessing, for me and the many others who knew him.


Contents

Part I: The Genre: Jesus Movies as Biopics

1. Introduction: From Holy Scripture to Silver Screen,

2. History and Anti-History,

Part II: The Subject

3. Jesus of Nazareth,

Part III: The Story: Jesus’ Family

4. Mary,

5. Joseph,

6. God,

Part IV: The Story: Jesus’ Friends

7. Mary Magdalene,

8. Judas,

Part V: The Story: Jesus’ Foes

9. Satan,

10. The Pharisees,

11. Caiaphas,

12. Pilate,

Afterword: Jesus of Hollywood,

Notes,

Bibliography,

Filmography,

Index of Ancient Sources,

Modern Author Index,

Subject Index,

Film Index,


JESUS OF HOLLYWOOD


PART I

The Genre

Jesus Movies as Biopics


1

Introduction: From Holy Scripture to Silver Screen

Just as the Bible is the best-selling book of all time, so is Jesus the most popular movie subject in the history of cinema. In the hundred years or more since the inception of the film industry, well over a hundred “biopics”—feature film biographies—have been made about Jesus. Indeed, it may well be the case that more people worldwide know about Jesus and his life story from the movies than from any other medium.1

Biographical films, though they are set in an historical era and have an historical individual as their subject, are fundamentally fictional narratives. Yet we as viewers have a mixed response to these films. On the one hand, we recognize the fictional nature of the biopics and we typically grant them a measure of artistic license to flesh out the story and the character of their subjects. At the same time, however, we also view them as “real” or historical and expect them to cohere with the facts as we know them.

This expectation is evident in the tendency of many viewers, including film critics and scholars, to assess these movies on the basis of their historicity.2 At least part of the debate that raged around Mel Gibson’s 2004 film The Passion of the Christ had to do with the degree to which it corresponded to the “facts.” According to Gibson’s media machine, even the late Pope John Paul II purportedly weighed in on the matter when he declared: “It is as it was.”3

Our preoccupation with the historical dimension of these films suggests that despite our awareness of the fictional nature of the biopic genre we nevertheless expect that the “reel” life of Jesus as constructed in the Jesus biopics will reproduce, or, at least, overlap considerably with, Jesus’ “real” life as it was lived in the first few decades of what we now call the Common Era, in a place we now call Israel. In other words, we expect “Jesus of Hollywood” to bear a direct resemblance to “Jesus of Nazareth.”

Our tendency to hold the Jesus movies up to the lens of history is not mere misapprehension on our part. Indeed, our expectations of historicity are actively encouraged by these films themselves. Through their choice of subject (someone who is known to have existed), and the use of costumes (the familiar bathrobe and sandals outfit of the biblical epics), settings (the Middle East or locations that resemble the Middle East), and language (biblical-sounding English or ancient languages such as Hebrew or Aramaic), these films imply not only that they are telling a story about people who really existed, but also that they are telling a “true” story.4 More than this, the Jesus movies explicitly assert their claim to historicity, often through the use of scrolled texts, titles, and/or narration. The 1912 silent movie From the Manger to the Cross, for example, announces itself as “a review of the saviour’s life according to the gospel-narrative.”

Despite such assertions, these films inevitably, and obviously, contain nonhistorical elements. Every Jesus biopic includes scenes and/or dialogue that are not found in their primary sources, the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Most invent speeches for Jesus, from everyday interactions with his mother and disciples, to cryptic sayings and pious discourses. Some films even attribute to Jesus the bon mots of other New Testament personalities, as when Max von Sydow’s Jesus (The Greatest Story Ever Told) recites the apostle Paul’s famous ode to love (1 Corinthians 13). They may create fictional characters, such as the scribe Zerah who masterminds Jesus’ execution in Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth. And some films present subplots that are nowhere to be found in the ancient sources. Nicholas Ray’s King of Kings links Judas and Barabbas and places them among the leadership of a militant Jewish group that seeks to exploit Jesus’ charisma for the good of the revolution. Robert Young’s Jesus has the youthful savior fall in love with Mary of Bethany. While some films consult the works of ancient historians such as Josephus Flavius, many draw heavily upon works of legend, liturgy, and imagination, such as the apocryphal gospels (The Protoevangelium of James), liturgy (the Apostles’ Creed), art (Michelangelo’s Pietà; Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper), fiction (Ben-Hur; The Last Temptation of Christ), and last but certainly not least, other Jesus movies.

Finally, and most telling, biopics utilize a common narrative template that dictates the ways in which information is extracted from their sources and packaged into a coherent narrative.5 The biopic template situates its subject within a family and circle of friends to show how the hero’s immediate circle as well as the broader social and political context either influences or responds to his or her growing capabilities and sense of mission. After establishing their subject’s talents and accomplishments, biopics place him or her in an antagonistic relationship with an individual or group. Conflict ensues, inflicting physical and mental pain upon the hero. The conflict is resolved in a judicial trial that provides the occasion for an impassioned summation of the hero’s primary message for the benefit of the viewing audience. The hero is sustained by a best friend and, somewhere along the line, falls in love. Throughout, the principle of causality tightly links the story elements.

Jesus movies use this same template for telling their hero’s life story. Jesus interacts with his particular social and religious context, engages in conflict with hostile forces, and endures a trial. While Jesus, as a unique being, is not the sort of hero to have romantic interests or even close friends, these films occasionally have hints of romance, normally involving Mary Magdalene, and friendship, with Judas. Often, in the interest of causality filmmakers introduce or emphasize plot elements that are absent from the Gospel narratives, as in DeMille’s The King of Kings, which presents Caiaphas’ greed as the direct cause of Jesus’ downfall.

If, despite these and numerous other distortions, we viewers believe the Jesus biopics to be “real,” what is the harm? Perhaps none; after all, the historical fallacy is itself part of the biopic genre. As George Custen notes in his major study of the genre, “biopics are real not because they are believable. Rather one must treat them as real because despite the obvious distortions … they are believed to be real by many viewers.”6

Nevertheless, those who approach these fictional Jesus movies expecting history are bound to be disappointed. It is patently incorrect, for example, to suppose that Jesus and his Roman persecutors spoke Latin, as Gibson would have us think; it is well known that Greek was the lingua franca of the Romans in the Eastern empire. Nor should we believe that Judas tried to goad Jesus into sparking revolution against Rome, as King of Kings (1961) suggests.

If not history, what should moviegoers expect? Entertainment, of course. Whatever other motives filmmakers may have, their aim is to engage and entertain their viewers. In this regard too, the Jesus biopics often disappoint. On the one hand, their primary sources, the four Gospels, offer a larger-than-life hero, quotable quotes, and wondrous deeds. Even those who are not Christian can be riveted by the story of a man of humble origins who captivates his audience, challenges the authorities, suffers a painful death, and miraculously rises again. On the other hand, the power of the story is diminished by its overfamiliarity. The ending is predictable: Jesus is inevitably crucified, buried and resurrected. Worse, he himself talks too much and does too little to be effective in the visual medium of cinema7 and as the Son of God, he is not permitted the foibles, failings, the false starts or true loves that induce us viewers to identify with and care about our movie heroes.

Furthermore, in their efforts to preserve Jesus’ aura of sanctity, filmmakers use strategies that are more likely to bore than to entertain. The pace of these biopics is often agonizingly slow, apparently on the (dubious) assumption that reverence is best conveyed in slow motion. On numerous occasions, Franco Zeffirelli (Jesus of Nazareth) brings Jesus into extreme close-up, forcing us to stare intently at his mouth as he slowly and deliberately articulates his sacred saying. In his review of George Stevens’s epic film critic John Simon quips:

God is unlucky in The Greatest Story Ever Told. His only-begotten Son turns out to be a bore. This is not the fault of Max von Sydow, whose Christ is notable in bearing, beautifully spoken with a slight Swedish accent, and penetratingly handsome in a way that, despite the black wig, is 100 percent Aryan. What else could you expect from someone whose mother is Dorothy McGuire, her age and expression beatifically identical at the manger and at the cross? No, Sydow cannot be faulted; but George Stevens, who made the film, can.8

It would seem, then, that the Jesus films demonstrably fall short both as history and as entertainment. Yet people continue both to enjoy these films, and to view them at least to some extent as a source of information about the historical Jesus. Some use them as a vehicle for reflecting upon their own Christian faith. Others watch these films out of habit or tradition, particularly at Christmas and Easter time when many networks will screen one Jesus biopic or another.

I too watch these films avidly. For me they are neither history (for which I turn more readily to the numerous books on the historical Jesus) nor objects of sentiment (as a child my annual television calendar included The Wizard of Oz and The Ten Commandments but not The Greatest Story Ever Told). Nor do I find them absorbing and distracting as entertainment (for which I seek out thrillers and romantic comedies). Indeed, I first viewed these movies merely out of duty. Given that I had taken to showing one or two films a year in my undergraduate New Testament courses, I had to watch them too. I told myself that introducing film to my New Testament courses not only added variety but also demonstrated that interpretation takes place not just in commentaries, in classrooms or from pulpits, but also through art, literature, music and film. But I soon had to acknowledge that my own interest in these films was much more focused: to see how they portrayed Jews and women. Specifically, I was curious about whether and how changing sensibilities regarding Jews and anti-Semitism after the Holocaust affected the depiction of Jews in the story of Jesus’ condemnation and death, and whether the impact of the feminist movement could be discerned in the portrayal of the women in Jesus’ life, as it could in the lives of real women throughout the latter third of the twentieth century. In other words, what made these movies both interesting and fun for me was the act of viewing them as reflections, however imperfect or dim, of trends within our own society and culture.

Jesus movies of course are by no means unique in their use of the past as a vehicle for contemplating the present. Indeed, this tendency is characteristic of the historical film more generally. As film historian Leger Grindon notes:

From the earliest days of their artistic practice, film-makers have engaged in the centuries-old tradition of grappling with the present by writing about the past. … [Historical film is a] means by which the cinema associated past events with contemporary issues that it seeks to explain. … The historical film indulges its contact with the immediate and generally refuses the past its distinct and foreign character. As a result, history in the cinema is seldom disinterested, but rather constitutes an address to the present.9

The very idea of making a Jesus movie implies the filmmaker’s conviction that Jesus and his story continue to be meaningful.

That the Jesus movies draw upon and speak directly to our own cultural experiences is evident in their numerous references to well-known cultural products and historical events. In Young’s Jesus, Joseph takes the young Jesus and his cousin John (the future Baptist) on their first visit to Jerusalem. As the city comes into view, Joseph points to the Temple and exclaims, “Jesus, John, we’re not in Nazareth anymore.” Viewers will recognize this as a paraphrase of Dorothy’s famous line in The Wizard of Oz: “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore, Toto.” The physical setting of The Greatest Story Ever Told recalls the classic Western films. Like the “bad guys” who rode into the western frontier terrorizing decent, God-fearing settlers in films like Pale Rider and Shane, the Romans rode into the dusty villages of the Galilee, striking fear into the local Jewish population.10 In the dream sequence of The Last Temptation of Christ, Jesus reminds Paul, “We marched on Jerusalem,” recalling the famous civil rights march on Washington in 1963. All films draw extensively upon familiar works of western religious art and music. Leonardo’s The Last Supper often dictates the seating plan of the biopic Jesus and his disciples at their final meal (figures 1a, 1b), and the Hallelujah Chorus from Handel’s oratorio, The Messiah, is the sound track to Jesus’ most spectacular miracle—the raising of Lazarus—and even his own resurrection.11
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FIGURE 1a. Leonardo Da Vinci’s The Last Supper (Alinari/Art Resource, New York)
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FIGURE 1b. The Last Supper in The Greatest Story Ever Told



But more than simply quoting from or alluding to the icons of western culture, the Jesus movies probe our deeper societal preoccupations, including gender roles, sexuality, and politics. Even as the Jesus biopics play out our society’s fascination with Jesus as a historical and religious figure, they also address our own fears and anxieties, our comforts and joys, our beliefs and values.12

How do movies about the past address concerns of the present? The answer lies in their approach to and manipulation of their primary sources. In the case of the Jesus story, the primary sources are the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, the first four books of the New Testament. It might seem a simple task to turn these sacred books into film; certainly they would appear to be less daunting than other works that have been successfully adapted to film, such as Tolstoy’s War and Peace or the novels of Jane Austen. But while the Gospels are relatively short and straightforward from a narrative perspective, they nevertheless pose a number of serious challenges to the task of film adaptation.

In the first place, the Gospels do not present a single story of Jesus, but four different accounts. Filmmakers, like scholars, must grapple with the question of whether and how to resolve the contradictions among these versions of Jesus’ biography.13

Second, the Gospels assert that Jesus of Nazareth is not only a human being but also the Son of God, the Messiah, the universal Savior. Jesus’ sacred status within Christianity requires filmmakers to walk a fine line between creativity and reverence. On the one hand, they must fashion a plausible narrative of Jesus’ life that will be accessible and compelling to their audiences. On the other hand, they risk boycott or financial failure if they stray too far from the portrait of Jesus that Christians, who constitute their principal viewers, recognize and accept.

A third problem is posed by the nature of the Gospels as literary texts. Not only do the Gospels vary with respect to the details and sequence of events in Jesus’ life, but they also leave countless gaps. As narratives, the Gospels fail to provide filmmakers with the detailed biographical information that they need to tell the story effectively. What was Jesus up to from the age of twelve, when he taught the elders in the Temple (Luke 2:46), to the age of thirty or so, when he appears as an illness-healing, miracle-making, demon-exorcising itinerant preacher? What did he feel toward Joseph, his mother’s husband? Did he drop in on his family when passing through the Galilee? Did he have any intimate relationships and, if so, with whom? What were his everyday likes and dislikes, his habits and pleasures?

Nor do the Gospels unequivocally address the major theological and historical questions with which scholars and ordinary believers alike must grapple: Did Jesus see himself as the Son of God and the Messiah, and, if so, what did these names mean to him? And what exactly happened in the days and hours leading to his execution, and in the three days that followed?

Furthermore, the Gospels provide precious few visual and aural clues for Jesus’ cinematic portrayal. They do not tell us what Jesus and his family, friends, and opponents looked like, how they lived, what they wore, or what music they enjoyed. With regard to historical background, the Gospels refer to but do not fully describe a society characterized by complicated relationships within and among a variety of ethnic, political, and religious groups.

Gaps also exist between the Gospel accounts and other sources that pertain to the period and events that they recount. For example, Matthew’s portrayal of Pilate as a fair-minded, even softhearted ruler who listens to his wife’s concerns (Matthew 27:19) contradicts other ancient sources, which present Pilate as ruthless and cruel (e.g. Philo’s Legatio ad Gaium, 300–301). Elements of the Gospels clash with contemporary sensibilities. This is nowhere more obvious than in their portrayal of the Jews as the ones who bear moral responsibility for Jesus’ death despite the fact that it was Pilate who condemned him.

The sheer number and variety of such gaps and contradictions might well sabotage any attempt to transform “Jesus of Nazareth” into “Jesus of Hollywood.” But as I will argue in the pages that follow, it is these very gaps that allow and even account for the variety and sheer number of cinematic Jesuses. The Gospels’ silence allows filmmakers to fill the void with their own creativity. In the space created by the Gospels’ gaps, filmmakers can insert the details and the causal links between events required to fill out the characters and to fashion a connected, plausible narrative that tells the story of Jesus within the limited time and budget at their disposal.

The fact that filmmakers reshape Jesus’ story to reflect the concerns of their own times should not be condemned as a distortion of the past merely for the sake of entertainment and box office appeal, though these factors are not irrelevant. Rather, the varieties of Jesus on the silver screen testify to the conviction that Jesus remains relevant to our society; there is an ongoing need to tell and retell this story, in Hollywood and in other international cinematic centers in which commercial films are made. Viewing the Jesus movies as a vehicle through which filmmakers reflect upon their own time and place not only makes these movies more interesting and more fun but also allows us to see them as a starting point for understanding ourselves.

This book focuses on the interplay between “Jesus of Nazareth” and “Jesus of Hollywood.” Throughout I will argue that the Jesus of the biopics reflects our own societies and cultures more than he illuminates the historical Jesus whose story these movies purport to tell.

Before we begin, two methodological considerations are in order. The first pertains to “Jesus of Nazareth.” Filmmakers and historical-Jesus researchers alike must make sense of multiple and inconsistent sources in order to create a single, coherent, and persuasive narrative line. But whereas New Testament scholars absorb from their first year of studies the taboo of using one Gospel to interpret, amplify, or correct a problem that arises in another Gospel, filmmakers are under no such constraint. The fact that most Jesus biopics blur the differences among the Gospels has significant methodological implications for the present study. In order to consider the ways in which the films fill in the gaps within the Gospel accounts, some degree of comparison between the films and the Gospels is required. The initial reflex of a New Testament scholar would be to respect the integrity of each individual Gospel throughout this comparison.14 But to do so in a thematic study such as this one would undermine the exercise as a whole. The harmonizing approach used in most Jesus biopics requires us also to smooth over the differences among the Gospels and thus to compare the films to a constructed composite of the Gospels in which details are pulled from all four sources with little regard to their original context. This approach goes against the basic instincts of this writer, as it surely will for some readers of this book, but it is warranted, even required, by the ways in which the filmmakers themselves approach their sources.

The second methodological point pertains to “Jesus of Hollywood.” The title of the present book notwithstanding, our study is not limited to films produced in Hollywood. Rather, “Hollywood” serves as shorthand for the commercial film industry in general. In using this term, my intention is neither to homogenize nor to overlook the distinctions within and among the American, Canadian, European, and other global film industries. Indeed, participants in non-American film rightly point to the profound differences in style and sensibility among the national cinemas. Nonetheless, it can be argued that, in common parlance, “Hollywood” symbolizes commercial cinema’s mass appeal, marketing strategies, and financial impetus. Furthermore, in the case of the Jesus films, it is the Hollywood films that have established the norms and conventions that other cinemas have adopted, adapted, and critiqued.15

This book builds on the work of others, including the helpful catalogue of Jesus films by Roy Kinnard and Tim Davis, entitled Divine Images: A History of Jesus on the Screen; studies of the major films by Baugh; Stern, Jefford, and De Bona; Tatum; and Zwick;16 Babington and Evans’ superb work on the epic genre; and the recent, insightful works by Walsh and by Christianson, Francis, and Telford.17 My debts to these and other studies will be evident throughout these pages.

We begin, in the following chapter, by examining the ways in which the Jesus film genre simultaneously stakes and also undermines its claim to historical accuracy. The subsequent chapters trace the transformation of Jesus of Nazareth to Jesus of Hollywood via the common biopic template, looking specifically at his relationships with the key people in his life: his family, his friends, and his foes. Through these relationships we will see clearly just how the Jesus biopics construct the historical context into which he was born, his conflict with the powers that be, and the climactic trial that results in his condemnation. Throughout, the study will draw attention to the gaps and contradictions with which filmmakers must contend, and reflect upon what Jesus of Hollywood can tell us about the preoccupations of our own society over the hundred-year history of the cinema.

But first … a few words about the movies themselves.

The Jesus Movies: A Brief History

Jesus biopics span all eras and genres of cinema, on big screen and small. The majority attempt to give a full biography of Jesus, whereas others cover only a portion of Jesus’ life, most frequently the events of Jesus’ Passion from the betrayal to the resurrection.18

Jesus also appears in two types of films that are outside the biopic genre as such. One is the so-called peplum movie, otherwise known as the “sword-and-sandal” movie.19 In these films, Jesus appears briefly within the fictional story of another character who may be purely imaginary (Demetrius, Judah Ben-Hur) or whose appearances in the Gospel provide us with virtually no information (Salome, Barabbas). Because they are fictional, peplum films develop a pious Christian theme while avoiding the historical problems associated with the Jesus genre per se. Examples include Ben-Hur (1925, 1959), Salome (1923, 1953), The Big Fisherman (1959, featuring Peter), and Barabbas (1962).

A second type is the “Passion play” movie. Passion play films present a fictional frame narrative about the preparation and performance of a Passion play; scenes from the Passion play itself are usually presented as well. Examples include Jesus of Montreal (1989) and The Master and Margareth (Master i Margarita, Russia, 1994). Jesus Christ Superstar technically belongs to this subgroup, in that occasional details remind us that we are watching a group of actors stage a Passion play, but there is no narrative associated with the contemporary frame. At the opposite end of the spectrum is the 1957 French/Italian film, Celui Qui Doit Mourir (He Who Must Die), which focuses so intensely on the frame narrative that the actual Passion play is never performed.

The Silent Era

The first known example of a Jesus movie is The Passion Play at Oberammergau (1898). While it claimed to be an authentic film of the Passion play performed periodically at Oberammergau, Germany,20 this nineteen-minute movie was actually staged and filmed on the roof of the Grand Central Palace in New York, using props and costumes that had been created for a New York stage production that was shut down before its first performance. Even after the public learned that this movie was a “faked re-creation” of the Oberammergau production, the film remained immensely popular.21

The Passion Play at Oberammergau and other early silent films about Jesus, such as From the Manger to the Cross (1913) and Christus (1917), present a series of slow-moving tableaux. These tableaux are often set up in imitation of popular devotional paintings or of famous paintings by Leonardo Da Vinci, Donatello, and Rembrandt.22 Jesus is invariably a tall, bearded, solemn and majestic figure whose piercing gaze is accentuated by a ring of black eye-liner. His white-robed figure is well-lit in contrast to his surroundings, creating a halo effect that reverently evokes Jesus’ sanctity. These films presume the viewer’s knowledge of the Gospels or at least of the general story line. Their goal is not to create a complex or unified narrative, but to illustrate the relevant Gospel scenes.

Some silent Jesus movies move beyond such formulaic presentations to emphasize specific aspects of Jesus’ life. The 1917 German film Der Galiläer (The Galilean) goes further than most other movies of this period in its use of standard anti-Semitic tropes. Its Jewish characters are caricatures—physically repugnant, hate-mongering, avaricious, and ridiculous. The 1923 film INRI, reissued as a “talkie” in 1934 (as The Crown of Thorns), fleshes out the character of Jesus’ mother, transforming her from a virginal maiden to a resourceful, adventurous, and assertive woman who will go to any lengths to be with her son in his moment of need.

The most interesting Jesus-related film of this period is D. W. Griffith’s classic, Intolerance (1916). This film may have been intended to compensate for, or perhaps to undo, the damage done to Griffith’s reputation by his magnum opus, The Birth of a Nation (1915), which, even as its brilliance was acknowledged, was also condemned for its highly positive portrayal of the Ku Klux Klan.23 Intolerance weaves the story of Jesus together with three other narratives to illustrate the struggle between tolerance and intolerance through the ages. The central narrative thread is “The Modern Story,” which relates the trials and tribulations that an intolerant, pious, and meddling group of powerful women called “the Uplifters” inflict upon a young, sweet couple called “the Boy and the Dear One.” Though brief, “The Judean Story” is crucial to Griffith’s theme. Jesus’ enemies among the Pharisees are portrayed as the prototype of the intolerant Uplifters of the Modern Story, while Jesus’ crucifixion is directly compared to the travails of the Boy and the Dear One.24

The most famous Jesus film of the silent period is Cecil B. DeMille’s The King of Kings (1927). In contrast to earlier films, DeMille’s movie paid attention to character development and causality, creating a coherent plot and several subplots. Its intertitles not only quote from scripture and provide background information, but also convey witty dialogue as well as the narrator’s commentary on the characters and events that it portrays. DeMille’s work had a major influence on the Jesus biopic genre, and we shall return to it frequently throughout the present study.

With the exception of DeMille’s film, the silent Jesus is often not much more than an animated version of the illustrated Jesus found in Bible storybooks and devotional literature. No doubt the limitations of the silent genre itself, which was superseded soon after DeMille’s film was released, contributed to this cardboard treatment. But reluctance to offend public mores also played a part. Filmmakers met the challenge of portraying the son of God by stripping him of all human affect and robbing him of the ability to engage in normal human relationships and behavior.

Hiatus

The first major talkie about Jesus was the 1935 French film, Golgotha, directed by Julien Duvivier and released in the United States as Ecce Homo (Behold the Man). While critically acclaimed, this film did not receive the same attention internationally as did DeMille’s silent classic and the later epics. Indeed, after DeMille’s film the Jesus biopic machine in Hollywood went into hiatus. No major movie about Jesus was released for over thirty years, until the early 1960s.25 True, there were films such as The Robe (1953) and Ben-Hur (1959) that depict scenes from Jesus’ life, such as the Last Supper or the Passion, in the course of telling a fictional tale. But from DeMille’s 1927 classic The King of Kings (1927) until Samuel Ray’s King of Kings (1961), Hollywood studiously avoided placing Jesus at the center of a film.26

Some commentators attribute this lengthy silence to the extraordinary success of DeMille’s The King of Kings. This film, they argue, left no room for competitors until narrative and technological norms had undergone significant change.27 While DeMille’s success may have been one factor, surely movie censorship played a role.28 In 1930, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America adopted a Production Code, which, in 1934, was endorsed and promoted by the powerful Catholic Legion of Decency.29 From 1930 to 1966, no film could appear in American movie theatres unless it was certified by the Production Code Administration (PCA). Films which did not conform to the Code were subject to censorship.

The Code contained detailed guidelines on a wide range of issues that were seen as pertinent to American values.30 For example, the Code forbade films to question marriage as an institution, or to portray “impure” love as attractive and beautiful. Films were not permitted to depict “ministers of religion” as comic characters or as villains “because the attitude taken toward them may easily become the attitude taken toward religion in general.” Films were to present “correct standards of life” and to “hold up for admiration high types of characters” as well as to “present stories that will affect lives for the better.”

The Production Code required a high standard of reverence in any representations of Jesus and forbade filmmakers from “throwing ridicule” on any religious faith. According to James Skinner, film was singled out as a medium that needed controlling due to the extraordinary power of the visual image. But criticism of the film media also stemmed in part from discomfort with the major role that immigrant Jews were playing in the film industry. “The increasing domination of the motion picture business by Jews, who had largely replaced the mostly white Anglo-Saxon pioneers, caused an escalation in criticism that had nasty undertones of racial and religious intolerance.”31 Controlling the content of the movies would also limit the appeal and hence the financial success of these less-than-desirable elements in American society.

Censorship was not limited to the United States. The British Board of Film Censors, founded in 1912, banned the visual depiction of Jesus. The ban was not lifted until after World War II. DeMille’s The King of Kings could be screened in London only after a special license was obtained; Jesus was edited out of films such as Golgotha (1935) that were produced elsewhere but distributed in England.32 This may also have been the reason for the absence of a “full frontal” view of Jesus in Ben-Hur which, though made in the United States, was also intended for British distribution.

The Epics

The cinematic Jesus did not fare much better in the first sound film about him, the little known 1935 French production Golgotha, also called Ecce Homo (Behold the Man). But when Jesus reappeared in the epic films of the early 1960s, he was treated in a much more dramatic if still highly reverential manner. Two major epics were released in relatively short order: King of Kings, directed by Nicholas Ray (1961), and The Greatest Story Ever Told, directed by George Stevens (1965). Like DeMille’s film, these movies emphasize causality; they fill in the gaps in the Gospel accounts in order to unify and clarify the plot. Their settings are grand and the cast of characters long. Their two Jesus figures, however, are very different from one another. The Jesus of King of Kings was an attractive youth (Jeffrey Hunter) who broke the mold of solemn Jesus figures and thereby spawned the film’s derisive nickname, “I Was a Teenage Jesus.”33 The star of The Greatest Story Ever Told, Max von Sydow, was a gaunt, as yet unknown European actor who took Son-of-God solemnity to new heights. In contrast to most movie Jesuses, Sydow remains well groomed and perfectly coiffed throughout all his trials and tribulations.

The epic peplum films of this era were generally set in the period immediately after Jesus’ death. The most famous film of this type, and an all-time cinematic classic, is Ben-Hur (1959, a remake of the original silent movie from 1925). The main plot traces the conflict between Judah Ben-Hur, a Jewish prince, and Messala, a high-ranking Roman officer. Scenes from the Sermon on the Mount and the Passion remind us that the Jesus story is running in the background concurrently and occasionally intersecting with the main fictional plot.34 Jesus, or more precisely, Christian faith, hovers over the entire film, mediated for both the hero and the viewer through the words of the beautiful and pious Esther, Ben-Hur’s love interest.

Films like Ben-Hur present Jesus in a reverential manner while still including the features such as spectacle (notably, Ben-Hur’s famous chariot race) and romance that were de rigueur in this period. Yet they also qualify as religious movies in their own right. Although they do not focus primarily on Jesus’ life story, they illustrate the power of the Christian message and posit some sort of immortality or afterlife for Jesus through the impact that he has on people’s lives. Ben-Hur, along with The Greatest Story Ever Told, Kings of Kings, and DeMille’s 1956 The Ten Commandments, are the classics of the biblical epic genre as a whole.35

The Musicals

Most Jesus movies, both before and after the studio era, are dramas, in keeping with the tragic plot structure of the Gospel narratives. The year 1973 saw two exceptions: the musicals Jesus Christ Superstar and Godspell.36 Both of these films were sound recordings and Broadway stage productions before they appeared on the silver screen, and both were influenced by the Jesus movement of the 1960s and 1970s. They implicitly propose an answer to the question of how a “hippie” Jesus would look and sound.

Jesus Christ Superstar depicts the staging of a Passion play in the Negev desert in southern Israel. The film portrays Jesus as a (Super)star who, like Hollywood movie stars, is surrounded by a cult of celebrity that distorts his message, neutralizes it, removes its substance, and renders it incapable of sustaining the burden of starstruck crowds. Stardom reduces Jesus to a publicitydriven Hollywood figure in danger of losing his sense of self and the raison d’être of his own mission. In this sense, even as it takes its place among other Jesus biopics, this musical can be seen as a critique of the Hollywood star system that both feeds and is fed by the biopic genre.

In contrast to the superficial and self-centered savior of Superstar, the Jesus of Godspell is a winsome clown, brimming with warmth, friendship, and ethical maxims. Godspell makes no attempt to be realistic. The clown Jesus is surrounded by a group of young men and women who frolic with him through the streets, parks, and back alleys of a strangely quiet New York City. With the exception of Jesus, the figures in the film are not matched one on one with figures known from the Gospels; the same actor, for example, assumes the roles of John the Baptist and Judas, while the others take on and cast off roles as needed. The narrative line is very loose, with no clear causal development or plot.

While the songs might be catchy, the musical genre is ill-equipped to handle the drama of the Jesus story. It is therefore not surprising that there have been no mainstream additions to this list since 1973.37

Dramas

Most of the Jesus films made from 1966 to the present day have been feature dramas, produced for commercial release and/or television broadcast. While many are products of Hollywood, that is, the American movie machinery, some of the most compelling films have emerged in other countries. Perhaps the most highly regarded Jesus movie is Pier Paoli Pasolini’s Il Vangelo secondo Matteo (The Gospel According to Saint Matthew, 1964). This Italian film, shot in black and white with a handheld camera, takes all of its dialogue and most of its narrative from the Gospel of Matthew. Pasolini’s Jesus is a passionate, angry young man who leads his group of peasant disciples in protest against the injustices of the established religious and political authorities. Almost none of the actors are professionals. The role of Jesus’ mother in her maturity is played by Pasolini’s own mother; the disciples and crowds are played by rural villagers. Pasolini’s Marxist perspective pervades the film, but for many viewers this does not detract from the power of the savior figure.

A lesser-known but fascinating Jesus movie is Roberto Rossellini’s The Messiah (Il Messias, 1975), which due to distribution difficulties was never commercially released in North America.38 Rossellini’s film, like Pasolini’s, evokes the simple rural life. Jesus, his mother, and his followers, both male and female, spend much of their time on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, where they fish, mend nets, bake and cook as they tell stories and share spiritual insights.

The American-made and/or produced feature films in the 1970s and later, such as Franco Zeffirelli’s lengthy made-for-TV series Jesus of Nazareth (1977), John Heyman’s Jesus (1979), and Robert Young’s miniseries by the same name (Jesus, 1999), exhibit the main features of the studio biopic that Custen has identified. Similarly, the British animated film, The Miracle Maker (2000), though novel with regard to its medium, remains quite conventional in its narrative. This film uses sophisticated stop-motion, computer, and traditional two-dimensional animation techniques to tell the story from the point of view of Jairus’ daughter, a young girl whom Jesus raises from the dead or near dead, according to Mark 5:22–43.39 This film borrows significantly from Zeffirelli’s magnum opus, but attempts to tell the story in a way that is more accessible to young people.

Spoofs of the Jesus Biopic Genre

The clichés of the Jesus movie genre inspired a number of spoofs, the best known and loved of which is Monty Python’s Life of Brian. Though it is a “Brian” movie and not a “Jesus” movie, Life of Brian both uses and mocks the clichés of the genre.40 The fictional Brian is an unintentional and reluctant messiah whose life parallels Jesus’ biography in its public nature and tragic death, without the reverence, sanctity, and perfection of the hero or the virginity of his mother. Despite the fictional premise of the spoof, Life of Brian is meticulously researched and gleefully intelligent. The film spares no one, except for Jesus himself. Its hilarious darts are aimed at the conventions of Jesus’ portrayal in film and popular culture, as well as at targets such as the British school system.

A second, lesser-known spoof, Luis Bunuel’s La Voie Lactée (The Milky Way, 1969), concerns two pilgrims from France who go on pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela and have some theological adventures along the way, including flashbacks to first-century Palestine.41 Bunuel’s main targets are Catholic theology and popular belief, but the biopic Jesus also comes in for his share of ridicule.

Recent Contributions

The last twenty-five years have seen four major additions to the corpus of Jesus films that differ considerably from one another and vary in their adherence to the conventions of the biopic genre. Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988) opens with a scrolling text asserting that the film is based not on the Gospels but on the novel by Nikos Kazantzakis. This claim is somewhat disingenuous, in that the film involves the same cast of characters and narrative line as other Jesus biopics. By disclaiming historicity, however, Scorsese is free to explore areas that conventional Jesus movies leave untouched. In the final section of the film, Jesus, while still alive, is led down from the cross by a young, red-haired girl claiming to be his guardian angel. He marries, has children, and lives to a ripe old age. Only at the end do we learn that this sequence is a dream or hallucination; Jesus dies on the cross in this film as in every other Jesus biopic. But the mere suggestion that Jesus may have desired sexual intimacy and the domestic life was enough to trigger protests, angry letters, and editorials even before the film was released.42

The following year saw the release of the Quebec-made Jesus of Montreal (1989) directed by Denys Arcand. The film portrays a group of actors that has been commissioned by the priest of St. Joseph’s Oratory in Montreal to refresh the Passion play that has been performed on the church grounds for decades. In the process of preparing and performing the play, the actors themselves take on the personas of the characters in the Gospel story. This blurring of identity is typical among actors who stage a Passion play, as the experience of the villagers in Oberammergau, the site of the most well-known Passion play, suggests. James Shapiro comments:

… in Oberammergau people don’t say someone acted or played the part of Caiaphas; they say he was Caiaphas; in the minds of many of the performers—and of their fellow villagers—acting goes well beyond ordinary impersonation. When a cyclist whizzes by, a local is likely to tell a visitor, “There goes Pilate.” Everyone seems to know who had which of the hundred or so speaking parts in the play, and how well they performed, going back decades. And they are frank in their judgments. It’s like living in a village populated entirely by theater critics.43

Arcand’s film is the most thoroughly allegorical of the Jesus biopic genre. Virtually every detail of the Gospel stories, and many aspects of New Testament and historical Jesus scholarship are present, or, more accurately, concealed, for the knowledgeable viewer to discern.

More recently, Philip Savile directed The Gospel of John (2003). This film has the distinction of being the only full-length feature in which every single word of a Gospel, in this case, the Good News Bible version of the Fourth Gospel, is spoken. At the same time, it tries to overcome the liability of many Jesus movies, namely, an overabundance of words. This is a challenge particularly with regard to the Gospel of John, in which Jesus often discourses at extraordinary length virtually uninterrupted by any dialogue or action. Thanks to the skill of the camera operators and the actor, this Jesus manages—if barely—to keep our attention throughout the nearly five chapters of farewell speeches that John inserts between the final supper and the betrayal in the garden (John 13–17).44

Finally, we must not overlook Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ (2004, released in slightly altered form in 2005). Like The Passion Play at oberammergau, Golgotha, and Jesus Christ Superstar, Gibson’s film is an account of Jesus’ final hours. Its heavy-handed violence and its negative representations of the Jewish authorities touched off a major controversy that may well have contributed to its box-office success. Viewers who do not already know the story in some detail may well be puzzled by the plotline of the film; on its own, the film does not provide enough information for viewers to know what Jesus has done to raise the ire of Jews and Romans alike or why he is subjected to such violence culminating in death on the cross. In this regard Gibson’s film resembles the early silent movies much more than it does the epics or later dramas. It seems that we have come full circle, from the faked Passion Play at Oberammergau to the overwrought Passion of the Christ.

Conclusion

As Richard Wightman Fox has noted, it is Jesus’ fate to be “perpetually reborn in one culture after another. … His incarnation guaranteed that each later culture would grasp him anew for each would have a different view of what it meant to be human. Jesus had to be reborn if he was going to inspire or even make sense to people in every era.”45 Our study of Jesus’ celluloid incarnations through the last hundred years and more will look at how the Jesus biopics, like other biographical films, reshape the past in the image of the present, out of conviction that the past, or their versions thereof, continues to be relevant for audiences today.


2

History and Anti-History

What is the connection between the “reel” world of the biopic and the “real” world of its subject? Here is Cecil B. DeMille’s answer:

The events portrayed by this picture occurred in Palestine nineteen centuries ago, when the Jews were under the complete subjection of Rome—even their own High Priest being appointed by the Roman procurator.

Cecil B. DeMille

The King of Kings, says DeMille, portrays real events that occurred in a specific place (Palestine) and historical era (when the Jews were under Roman subjugation). Other features of the title statement, such as its placement at the film’s opening, its didactic tone, its faintly Gothic font, and DeMille’s famous and, by Hollywood standards, authoritative signature, bolster its claim to historicity.

The epics of the 1950s and early ’60s similarly proclaim the historicity of their accounts, often through a solemn and sonorous “voice-of-God” narrator.1 The unidentified but eminently recognizable narrator of King of Kings, Orson Welles, states the following “facts”:

And it is written, that in the year 63 BC the Roman Legions like a scourge of locusts poured through the east laying waste to the land of Canaan and the kingdom of Judea. Rome’s imperial armies went unto the hills and struck Jerusalem’s walls in a three-month siege. Reaching the gates, these legions laid the dust of battle in a shower of blood.

When it comes to the political and religious background of Jesus’ life, the Jesus biopics often draw on the work of the ancient historian Josephus Flavius. But in their accounts of the events of Jesus’ life as such, they rely on the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, on the assumption that these canonical texts preserve reliable historical information. If the Gospels are historical accounts, then a film based on these Gospels will also be historical, or close enough. Roberto Rossellini, the director of the 1975 Italian film The Messiah (Il Messias), explains:

I do not want to invent, or to interpret the Old and New Testaments—but just to present it in “quotes.” I attempt to reconstruct everything accurately—you have to do this precisely and objectively in order to portray the truth. The Messiah will thus present the historical Jesus as portrayed in the Four Gospels through an accurate development of the principal events of his life.2

The moviegoing audience may well share the filmmakers’ assumptions that the Gospels are history. As Mark Goodacre notes with regard to Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ:

… the distinction between “historically accurate” and “faithful to Scripture” is a distinction that would make little sense to many of its Christian viewers. For the fundamentalist, historical accuracy is directly continuous with faithfulness to Scripture, and any attempt to differentiate them would be at best simply academic.3

To be sure, belief in the accuracy of the Gospels is fostered by the Gospels themselves. The Gospels of Luke and John in particular assert their own historicity. The Gospel of Luke begins with a brief prologue addressed to Theophilus, an individual who may have been the author’s patron:4

Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed.5

Luke’s prologue suggests that his “orderly account” is “the truth” based on careful investigation of the facts.6 The Gospel of John emphasizes the reliability of the witness whose testimony it claims to record: “He who saw this has testified so that you also may believe. His testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth” (John 19:35). This witness, the so-called Beloved Disciple, “is the disciple who is testifying to these things and has written them, and we know that his testimony is true” (John 21:24).

The Gospels and History

Despite such explicit statements, there is good reason to question the historical accuracy of the Gospel narratives. In the first place, the Gospels contradict each other frequently in ways that cannot easily be resolved. For example, did Jesus’ ministry take place over a year-long period, beginning in Galilee and culminating with his trip to Jerusalem immediately before the Passover, as the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (collectively known as the Synoptic Gospels) suggest? Or did Jesus travel numerous times between Galilee and Jerusalem, preaching and doing signs and wonders for two and a half or even three years, as the Gospel of John would have us believe?

The length of the ministry is a minor challenge compared to other chronological discrepancies. The presence or absence of specific events in particular gospels can be accommodated on the basic principle that no book could possibility contain all of Jesus’ deeds (cf. John 20:30–31). But what does one do about events that are recounted in all four Gospels but at different points in the narrative? The Synoptics place Jesus’ “Temple tantrum” (“the cleansing of the Temple”)7 at the end of his ministry, implying that this violent act precipitated the fatal plot against Jesus. In John, however, Jesus evicts the moneychangers during the first Passover of his three-year ministry (2:13–22). While this act garners him some attention, it does not directly lead to overt hostility or violence against him. For the Fourth Evangelist, it is the resurrection of Lazarus (John 11), an act absent from the Synoptics, that is the catalyst for the plot against Jesus (cf. 11:47–53).

Perhaps the most significant and irreconcilable difference concerns the chronology of the Passion. All Jewish festivals begin at sundown; the evening meal is, in effect, the first meal of the new day. For the Synoptics, the Last Supper is necessarily a Passover seder (ceremonial meal), for it takes place on the first evening of Passover (e.g., Mark 14:12–16). In John, however, the final dinner takes place the night before Passover eve and therefore is not a Passover seder (John 13:1–4). Indeed, John takes care to note that Jesus’ body had to be removed from the cross before sundown in order not to interfere with the onset of the Passover festival (19:31). For both John and the Synoptics, the association with Passover is important, as Passover is the season when the Jewish people look back to the exodus from Egypt and ahead to the moment when God will once more intervene in history to redeem God’s people. For believers in Jesus, his coming is this very intervention, and their faith in Jesus as the Messiah has assured them of salvation. In this broad sense, it does not matter much whether the crucifixion took place on the Passover itself or on the previous day.

But this chronological detail does affect the question of the origins of the Eucharist. Whereas the Synoptic Gospels have Jesus identify the bread and wine consumed during the Passover seder as his own body and blood, John does not associate the Eucharist with Jesus’ final Passover. Instead, Jesus’ declaration that his followers must consume his body and blood comes in the “bread of life” discourse that Jesus delivers after the miracle of the loaves and fishes. This event is said to have taken place at or around the time of Passover (John 6:4), but it is most definitely not a “last supper,” nor is it an intimate meal with the disciples alone. Rather it is a public feast for thousands of men, women, and children who eat their fill of bread and fish.8 Here, then, are contradictions that cannot be resolved.9 Historians and filmmakers alike must make their choices.

A second factor is the obvious literary relationship among the three Synoptic Gospels. At first blush it might seem that the relative consistency among the three Synoptic Gospels means that they are more historically accurate than John’s lone voice.10 But the strong similarities among all three both in their content and in the order of events they describe can be explained only on the grounds of literary dependence. Indeed, many scholars believe that the authors of Matthew and Luke used Mark’s Gospel, or an earlier version thereof, as the main source for the narrative portions of their own compositions. Similarly, the substantial amount of word-for-word agreement between Matthew’s and Luke’s versions of Jesus’ sayings suggests to many scholars that they had access to a second literary source, no longer extant. This source is usually referred to as “Q” (from the German “Quelle,” meaning “source”).11 Whether one holds by this two-source hypothesis or by some other theory, the fact remains that these literary features imply considerable literary interdependence among the Synoptic Gospels; it is extremely unlikely that they are three discrete accounts of the life of Jesus, written without knowledge of the others.12

Perhaps, then, Mark, which, according to the two-source hypothesis is the earliest gospel, may also be our best historical source. Unfortunately, this is also unlikely. Mark, like the other Gospels, tells Jesus’ story from a particular, theological perspective that shapes the narrative.13 In Mark’s case, the controlling theme is that of the “messianic secret.”14 In Mark 1:44–45, for example, Jesus heals a leper, warns him sternly, and then sends him away with solemn instructions to keep the matter to himself: “See that you say nothing to anyone; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your cleansing what Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.” But the newly healed leper could not resist: “he went out and began to proclaim it freely, and to spread the word, so that Jesus could no longer go into a town openly, but stayed out in the country; and people came to him from every quarter” (1:44–45). Mark’s Gospel asserts that most human beings, like the healed leper, did not understand the significance of Jesus’ deeds during his lifetime, nor did they comprehend his messianic identity until after his death. Mark tells his story not so much in order to provide a straightforward history as to emphasize the theme of messianic secrecy.

Gospels and the Biopics

How, then, do filmmakers navigate among these contradictory, fragmentary, and theologically motivated sources? The path of least resistance is to choose only one of the four Gospels as a source text, thereby eliminating the need to negotiate among the various Gospel portraits of Jesus. Philip Savile’s The Gospel of John follows this line most consistently. His film reproduces virtually every word of the Good News translation of the Fourth Gospel, and in doing so depicts every act and deed recorded in that Gospel, in the order in which it appears in the written text. For The Gospel According to Saint Matthew, Pasolini similarly did not create any dialogue but used only what he found in the Gospel of Matthew. Unlike Savile, however, Pasolini omitted and rearranged some of his source material.15 Heyman’s Jesus is based primarily on the Gospel of Luke, but it does not refrain from quoting or paraphrasing text from other books of the New Testament nor from inventing material out of whole cloth.16

The one-Gospel approach can relax the claim to historicity by allowing filmmakers to focus on the cinematic interpretation of a single source text rather than the construction of the historical figure of Jesus as such.
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