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World Cinema, Theology, and the Human



Antonio Sison sagaciously sifts through film's profanities to find sacred nuggets buried within: on toilets and motorcycles, among infectious diseases and teenagers in love, in flying kites and dancing ballet. As with Sison's previous writings, World Cinema, Theology, and the Human proffers a brilliant balance between the well-written and the scholarly, while remaining rooted in human experiences. Being fully human has something to do with being more fully aware, and Sison here succeeds in bringing us to our audio-visual senses. In so doing, readers will become more conscious of the holy depths of everyday life.

S. Brent Plate, Hamilton College, USA

Sison highlights the ability of global cinema to illuminate experiences of grace, hope, solidarity and liberation amidst suffering and injustice. His attention to filmic aspects such as cinematography and mise-en-scène also allows film to lead the dialogue with theology, rather than the reverse. Sison has an experience with filmmaking that is rare among theologians, which gives him insights into how the art of film can reveal deep truths about humanity, God, and redemption. A thought-provoking examination of cinema's potential to change us, and so the change the world.

John C. Lyden, Dana College, USA

In this book, Sison skillfully demonstrates the intricate affinity and pulsating synergy between film and theology. He offers readers powerful lenses for appreciating the art of film as a revelatory medium of the reign of God. This impressive work breaks new ground in the hermeneutics of cinema and equips readers to view film with a fresh set of eyes and to discover in it profound theological meaning and spiritual insight.

Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator

In this masterful work, Sison, "a systematic theologian who is also an independent digital filmmaker and cineaste," (p. 9) unfolds for the reader how to encounter the divine "written on the tablets of human hearts depicted on the screen." He approaches film as film, not as "theology's handmaid," a rarity among those engaged in study of cinema and theology. Sison succeeds in unfolding cinema as a locus theologicus, a place for divine revelation, leaving the reader eager to view again, or for the first time, the films he so enticingly analyzes.

Barbara E. Reid, Catholic Theological Union, USA

Cinema has long been a medium to which theologians have turned to find artistic expression of the meaning of transcendence and the shape of humanity. With this book, Antonio Sison moves the dialogue between cinema and theology ahead in two important ways. By widening the scope to world cinema, he frames this dialogue in terms better suited to a globalized world. And by attending so closely to the cinematic crafting of the film, he truly moves the discussion of cinema and theology into �deep focus' in exciting ways. How we study cinema and theology will never be the same after this.

Robert J. Schreiter, Radboud University Nijmegen, The Netherlands

Professor Sison advances the dialogue between film and religion by adding a welcome international voice to the discussion. Students of theology and film, as well as serious film viewers, will find this an illuminating conversation with several lesser known but important films from around the world.

Richard Blake, Boston College, USA
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The observant but unobtrusive cinematography reveals a party of twelve taking its place at the elegantly set, candle-lit table, awaiting the special dinner that is about to be served. Mise-en-scène is austere and quiescent, echoing the 19th-century Danish puritan milieu the characters live in, not to mention the wintry season that marks the gathering. This and the characters’ period costuming—predominantly raven-colored and severe-looking—veil the lack of resolution in the stories they each carry within themselves: the story of a great beauty whose passionate affections for her beloved is denied full expression; the story of a gifted soprano whose artistic talent is sacrificed at the altar of duty and obedience; and the story of a once inspirited religious community whose members have turned against each other. At this table of human disenchantment, an exquisite French banquet unfolds to the astonishment of the ascetic guests who have sworn to deny “fleshly appetites” of all sorts. But as serving after serving of ambrosial dishes and fine wines allow them to savor bounteous goodness and sensuous delight, things begin to change at the table. Between scrumptious mouthfuls of Caille en Sarcophage (literally, “quail in a sarcophagus”) and sips of perfectly aged Amontillado, unexpressed love and repressed creativity find an alternative spiritual path to fulfillment; and reconciliation becomes a promise and a possibility in a community redivivus. Surely, this is no ordinary meal. Behind the miraculous feast is the enigmatic figure of Babette, who, unknown to the dinner guests until now, is the greatest French culinary artist of the age. Inspired by a prayer emanating from the hidden regions of her authentic self—“Through all the world there goes one long cry from the heart of the artist—give me leave to do my utmost”–Babette had cooked her masterpiece.

The film Babette’s Feast (Gabriel Axel/Denmark, 1986) plays as glowingly in my mind as when I first saw it on screen. As a creative young man in a Third-World context in which one’s possibilities are not spelled out very clearly, my engagement with Babette’s Feast was a kind of sacramental moment, a contemplative experience of God’s sublime love and boundless generosity found paradoxically at the heart of imperfect humanity. “It’s a wonderful thing to be a human being,” I mused to myself even as I marveled at how my film viewing had become a liminal experience; the silver screen, a light at the end of the tunnel. Like an uninvited guest who had dined at Babette’s table, I too had found an alternative spiritual path to possibility by way of cinematic language.


World Cinema as Locus Theologicus

My viewing experience of Babette’s Feast serves both as an index of my deepening theological engagement with film, and as an imaginative point of departure for mapping the ingredients and flavor profile that make up World Cinema, Theology, and the Human: Humanity in Deep Focus. Far from being a collection of personal reflections, this work developed within the study of theology/religion and film, a burgeoning interdisciplinary area whose current ferment is less than thirty years old.1 The relative youth of theology and film is Janus-faced. On one hand, the field of inquiry is at an exciting stage of development, in which there is still ample room for scholars to be creative, explore new territory, and make a contribution to the maturing process. On the other hand, there is room for improvement in the aspect of developing a more systematic interfacing between theology and film, most especially in terms of a more judicious adoption of a respectful, dialogical approach that examines film on its own terms, and accords due consideration to its proprietary language and grammar. The “missing link” had been well ventilated in my previous book, in which I argue that “over and above the overriding preoccupation with thematic and other literary elements, a more serious regard for style offers a distinctly cinematic approach to the Theology-Cinema confluence.”2 So pivotal is the issue that it puts to question the credibility of a number of existing works in the area, many of which treat film as a mere adjunct to literature. Surely, a hermeneutic that under-conceives the language of mise-en-scène and cinematography, and for that matter, music, in a film of such powerful sensory/affective fusion as Babette’s Feast would be impoverished indeed.3 As Melanie Wright’s clearsighted query predicates, “Could it be that—despite the growing bibliography and a plethora of courses—film is not really being studied at all?”4 While a thorough examination of the scholarly landscape is beyond the delimitations of this book, not to mention the fact that this trajectory had been taken up in other works,5 it is instructive for us to acknowledge some fairly current publications that, to my valuation, represent inroads toward addressing this lacuna. Robert K. Johnston’s Reel Spirituality: Theology and Film in Dialogue (Baker Academic, 2002; 2nd ed., 2006), arguably the most popular theology and film textbook in the interdiscipline, was remiss in considering the centrality of audiovisual language in its first edition. However, following the deliberations of a 2004 consultative body6 that was organized to look into the status of the theology/religion-film debate, Johnston introduced a number of revisions to the second edition, among them a new chapter on “Image and Music,”7 an afterthought by any other name but most certainly a welcome one. In Seeing Film and Reading Feminist Theology: A Dialogue (Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), Ulrike Vollmer explores the ways in which “seeing” and “being seen” are represented in selected films that feature women artists as central characters. Through a detailed examination of cinematography, mise-en-scène, and music, Vollmer succeeds in bringing her case study films into critical dialogue with feminist theology and film theory. S. Brent Plate is another scholar who has been consistently advocating a more critical approach to religion and film by way of an examination of film form. In his 2008 Religion and Film: Cinema and the Re-creation of the World (Wallflower Press, 2008), Plate describes the scholarly development of religion and film in three stages—the first wave extends from the late 1960s to the 1980s, during which a humanistic approach to auteur cinema was based largely on the discursive framework of Paul Tillich’s theology of culture; the second wave covers the late 1980s, during which more attention was given to the literary aspects of popular Hollywood films; the third wave, which encompasses the last decade, has been characterized by a stronger engagement with film theory and reception studies.8 Plate’s third-wave moorings are apparent in his examination of myths and rituals through an incisive analysis of cinematography, editing, and mise-en-scène, as well as in his consideration of the aspect of audience reception. To her credit, Melanie Wright earnestly configures a holistic methodological framework that aims to further systematize the religion and film confluence. In Religion and Film: An Introduction (I. B. Tauris, 2007), she employs a cultural studies approach, in which she provides a sociopolitical/religious context upon which she analyzes both the narrative and stylistic aspects of the film. She then offers a discussion of the film’s reception history, considering both its critical and popular impact. Works such as these represent a positive response to the ongoing scholarly imperative to examine film qua film, a trajectory that this book takes with unqualified seriousness. The vital ingredient contained in the chapters of this book is a commitment, not merely to the examination of storytelling, but to a respectful engagement with audiovisual storytelling; it is not just the story itself that is constitutive to the hermeneutics of film but the particular, cinematic mode by which the story is told. That said, the stylistic options of a film—mise-en-scène, cinematography, editing, and music—are given due consideration. Consistent with my previous work and akin to the efforts of Plate and Wright, I also establish the circumstantial and cultural background of each of my case studies, over and above available accounts on the kind of reception they generated from both audiences and critics at the time of their theater run.

My viewing experience of Babette’s Feast also cues us to look into another crucial ingredient—the list of titles from world cinema that I choose to examine. The theological attention generated by this acclaimed Danish film represents a mere drop in the ocean of Hollywood movies upon which the theology-film interdiscipline floats. Scholars have tended to be circumscribed in their film choices, opting to examine popular Anglo-American blockbusters rather than making an effort to do the intercultural homework and engage in a mutually critical conversation with examples of world cinema. The result is a perpetual recycling of banal case studies that have been theorized too many times before—The Ten Commandments (Cecil B. DeMille, 1948), Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977), Dead Poet’s Society (Peter Weir, 1989), Field of Dreams (Phil Alden Robinson, 1989), and The Passion of the Christ (Mel Gibson, 2004), to name a few. In this book, I cast the net wider as I put together a culturally diverse collection of films, alongside a caveat that I do not wish to resort to legalese as to what constitutes world cinema. Suffice it to say that it is not so much the “foreignness” equated with language and subtitles, as the cultural and anthropological richness that makes for a film’s classification as world cinema.9 In this expanded sense, an example such as the Singaporean film Be with Me (Erik Khoo, 2002), which was excluded from the Oscar Best Foreign Language Film nominations for having not just one dominant language but four (including English and Braille/sign language), finds a niche in my list. Country of origin is another consideration in my choice of case studies, but again, I leave room for inclusiveness; Kite Runner (Mark Forster, 2007), for instance, is a film from the United States that, for the most part, gives privileged visibility to an Afghan story. If anything, films such as these are indexical of a world that is rapidly becoming intercultural, with national and cultural identities negotiated in the interstices of transnational migration and cultural liquidity. It would be myopic to exclude, on the basis of country of origin alone, films that mirror this intercultural reality. It is also worth noting that like Babette’s Feast, winner of the 1987 Best Foreign Language Oscar, each of the films examined in this book have been recognized in critical reviews, film festivals, and other award-giving bodies. While I understand that awards and critical acclaim are not necessarily the sine qua non of cinematic excellence—not a few “excellent” titles of world cinema have been bypassed by critics and festivals—they do serve the purpose of highlighting works that have figured well enough to be deemed important by the film community. The key point is that the films I choose to include in this book are, in their own right, important contributions to cinema, thus convincingly meriting scholarly attention. I also give serious thought to the matter of availability of the films, for it would be to the detriment of this project should readers and scholars not be allowed the chance to view or re-view the case studies theorized here. The nine film titles I examine are available on Amazon and other popular retail/rental sources. Moreover, I target my film selection to works that were released from 2000 to 2010 in an effort to explore relatively current titles that may yet offer fresh insights to the theology and film debate. The balance of flavors in the mix of case studies for this book will be more appreciable when I provide a detailed review of the chapters of this book at a later turn.

Finally, drawing reference from my Babette’s Feast experience evinces the power of film to trigger the hermeneutical impulse in such a way that theological conversation points arise from an encounter with the resonant humanity unfolding on the silver screen. Two decisive methodological points arise from this view. First, it is film as art, not so much theology as normative text, that lays down a bridge to the possibility of a critical dialogue. Film is granted autonomous, creative space from which it is able to offer an organic “invitation” to interface with theology. The regardful consideration of the autonomy of film as creator of its own meaning dovetails with the theology of art proposed by Swedish scholar Sigurd Bergmann, who, when discussing the development of theological approaches to the icon/image, argues that “Theology’s challenge is to contribute to a more reflected attitude to the autonomy and mystery of pictures and of vision.”10 In light of this approach, film is emancipated from being a mere handmaid of a given theological proposition and agenda, and, as an art form, offered prior leave to speak on its own terms as a condition for a respectful and honest dialogue with theology. No doubt, this requires a humbler, more open-minded posture on the part of theology, which has to take its role of “dialogue partner” to heart; theology must eschew its presumed right to “baptize” films as Christian/religious, and its tendency to adopt a utilitarian approach that relegates films to the function of convenient pedagogical aids. I am thus in agreement with Craig Detweiler, who writes about a re-ordering of the hermeneutical moments of theology and film:

While I respect the power and authority of theology, I approach the discipline as “film and theology,” allowing the films to drive the conversation, with theology arising out of the art, rather than imposing it within the text. This is the full implication of reversing the hermeneutic flow.11


This is not to say that theology is now subordinated to film analysis; in this book, theological insights do form the discursive framework for a deeper understanding of film. Rather, it represents a pro-active acknowledgment of the sacramental power of film as art; its capacity to rotate our religious prism so that we become open to “see” different facets of God, who is far more beautiful than what we imagined him/her to be. “Cinema is locus theologicus, a place for divine revelation.”12 This, of course, applies not just to film but to the wider sphere of the visual arts onto which film is grafted; in Bergmann’s view, the intrinsic power of images to function as “spaces for theological discoveries” is precisely the rationale for respecting their autonomy:

A central question is how God, through human creation and observation of pictures, can have a liberating function in images… One important challenge is to regard images as “locus theologicus;” as a place where God acts and where the human experience with God becomes manifest in the autonomous medium.13


In another place, Bergmann reiterates that images possess an “independent revealing capacity” and that “There is no doubt that visual art is a ‘locus theologicus.’”14

On a personal level, this approach dovetails with my own theological engagement with film. As a systematic theologian who is also an independent digital filmmaker and cineaste, I intentionally bracket my virtual folder of theological propositions so that I do not summarily enter the theater as a matchmaker scouting for a compatible partner for theology. Rather, I assent to the capacity of the film to be the doorkeeper, allowing it to open portals for a meaningful dialogue with my theological bases.

Second, it is the cinematic imaging of vivid humanity, not necessarily propositional statements about God and religion, that serves as a portal to a conversation with theology. My film choices may then be considered “religious” inasmuch as they portray the divine by way of the human, like a quest for eternal treasure in jars of clay. From the optic of film, this trajectory echoes the religious-aesthetic sensibility of filmmaker Robert Bresson, who, in an interview, maintains that he sees more of the divine in human life portrayed as it is rather than literal pronouncements of God’s name:

To begin with, I don’t think that speaking of God, pronouncing God’s name, indicates his presence. If I succeed, through the lens of cinematography, in representing a human being, that is, someone who has a soul, who is not a marionette who wiggles, if there is a human presence, there is a divine presence. It is not because the name of God is pronounced that God is more or less present.15


The distinct anthropological turn made manifest in Bresson’s hermeneutical lens as well as mine is an expression of an apophatic rather than a kataphatic quest for God; God, who is ineffable holy mystery, is known through the refracted light of the human who is imago dei. Our project then is to look for the divine presence written not on tablets of stone, but on the “tablets of human hearts” depicted on the screen.


The Human as the Royal Road to God

A deeper focus on the cinematic representation of the human naturally invites a conversation with theologies that take the anthropological assignment seriously. As such, conceptual threads drawn from a medley of theological perspectives interweave through the discussion of each of the selected films. A relativizing frame of reference that I find useful in this regard would be the decidedly human-centered theology of Dutch theologian Edward Schillebeeckx. In my previous work Screening Schillebeeckx: Theology and Third Cinema and Dialogue (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), Schillebeeckx’s eschatological perspective as configured in the rubric of “Political Holiness” served as the singular discursive framework for my hermeneutical engagement with Third Cinema.16 It is not my intention to reprise that project here; rather, I wish to draw attention to a specific current in his thought that is relevant to a theological understanding of the human. In his later theology, Schillebeeckx speaks of the humanum, the eschatological vision of a full, authentic humanity based on the ancient theological symbol of imago dei—human beings are made in the image and likeness of God—as a way of understanding the human in relation to God. In Schillebeeckx’s purview, there is no question that the God who is “pure positivity” and who is “mindful of humanity” bestowed upon the human the gratuitous honor of being image-bearer of God. Schillebeeckx’s theology has been described as being “imbued with a profound anthropological confidence,”17 under-girded as it is by his belief that in addition to Scripture and tradition, God is revealed in human experience. As Robert J. Schreiter eloquently describes, “Indeed, for Schillebeeckx, it is the human that is the royal road to God.”18 The veracity of this theological understanding, however, is put on trial by the multiform realities of evil, injustice, and suffering, which only work to threaten the humanum. Where is the humanum in the Rwandan genocide? The long-drawn political repression in Burma? The trafficking of children for the multi-million-dollar sex trade? The human tragedy of illegal migration at the U.S.-Mexico border? If anything, a survey of the landscape of human history paints a scandalous picture—humanity is “an ecumene of suffering.”19 For Schillebeeckx, then, the humanum is not a gift God serves to us antecedently on a silver platter but a dialectical reality, a noble goal that has to be struggled for within the crucible of human finitude. Where then is God in the reality of an ecumene of suffering? Schillebeeckx proposes that God is present in the refusal to acquiesce to cruel contexts that threaten the humanum, or, stated another way, God is present in concrete efforts to resist and protest evil and injustice, and the sociopolitical structures that perpetuate them. “Negative contrast experiences” is the terminology Schillebeeeckx coins to indicate the paradoxical character of an experience of suffering that is unquestionably a negative “mis-experience,” yet offering cognitive and prophetic value when it fuels protest and resistance:

As a contrast experience, the experience of suffering presumes, after all, an implicit impulse toward happiness. And as an experience of injustice, it presumes at least a dim consciousness of the positive prospects of human integrity. As a contrast experience; it implies indirectly a consciousness of an appeal of and to the humanum. In this sense, activity which overcomes suffering is only possible on the basis of at least an implicit or inchoate anticipation of a possible, coming universal meaning.20


Understood as negative contrast experiences, suffering becomes the very oil that enkindles human hope and the possibility of praxis. The humanum is thus experienced indirectly and fragmentarily in the triple here-and-now realities of promise, protest, and praxis. The appropriate rubric within which to situate the humanum is the theological symbol of Basileia tou Theou, the Kingdom, or Reign of God, which is described by Jesus paradoxically as “close at hand” but “not yet.” As Schillebeeckx postulates, “the Kingdom of God is the humanum which is sought, but now promised in Christ, made conceivable and really assured for us in grace.”21 In the holistic reality of the Reign of God, the vision of definitive eco-human salvation, which stands at the frontier of the eschatological future, enkindles movements of justice, solidarity, liberation, and reconciliation. Schillebeeckx asserts that Jesus is the historical likeness of the Reign of God; his person is so identified with the Reign that it is what he lived and died for. In the beautiful phraseology of the church father Origen, Jesus is autobasileia,22 the “Kingdom in person.” His spoken message and saving actions are extensions of his identity in historical visibility. The equation that Basileia tou Theou is the humanum, and that Jesus is the autobasileia, offers profound anthropological implications that recalls Irenaeus’ thought on the incarnation as mirabile commercium, a “marvelous exchange”—“It was God who became human so that we humans might become divine.”23

It is indeed the human that is the royal road to God.

As no royal roadmap exists that could plot a precise course to full, authentic humanity, Schillebeeckx proposes seven coordinates to a “livable humanity,” or “anthropological constants” that may serve as heuristic touchstones in the quest for the humanum. A detailed discussion is not within the scope of this book, but the seven anthropological constants are straightforward enough to be enumerated: 1) The relationship between human corporeality, nature, and the ecological environment, 2) Being human involves fellow human beings, 3) The connection with social and institutional structures, 4) The conditioning of people and culture by time and space, 5) Mutual relationship of theory and praxis, 6) The religious and para-religious consciousness of human beings, and 7) The irreducible synthesis of these six dimensions.24

Schillebeeckx’s understanding of the humanum is useful as an outer concentric ring that, while not necessarily demarcating the theological framework for each of the chapters of this book, offers a horizon of meaning, a consolidating lens that threads through the book at key turns. The inner concentric ring would then integrate various theological perspectives that offer dialogue potential with the layers of meaning that arise from the films themselves. The works of scholars of diverse theological and denominational hues—Dorothee Sölle, Jon Sobrino, Søren Kierkegaard, Michael Amaladoss, Pope Benedict XVI, among others—allow for a rich discursive reflection of God-in-the-human in film. That said, we reserve the discussion of these perspectives until after the hermeneutical assignment.


Creative Crossings

The intertextual character of this project necessitates a caveat: a tidy, one-to-one correspondence between film and theology is not plausible considering that the former has a polysemic quality that allows for a degree of fluidity of meaning, as against the latter, which has a systematic organization of meaning characteristic of codified written discourse. Thus, the convergences between film and theology presented in this book are necessarily “creative crossings,”25 open-minded but reasoned explorations that harmonize with the meaningful contours intrinsic to film as an art form. For organizational purposes, I group the chapters of this book under four parts, each characterizing the particular facet of humanity that comes to fore in the theology and film dialogue—Creative Humanity, Reconciling Humanity, Liberating Humanity, and Inclusive Humanity. The parts are not meant to be prescriptive but descriptive; they are subsequent delineations that serve as a menu to guide the reader.


Part I: Creative Humanity

The opening chapter, “Dance of the Humanum,” focuses on Billy Elliot (Stephen Daldry, 2000), a popular British film about a young danseur’s sojourn to self-discovery and liberation, which runs against the circumscribed gender expectations of his coal-mining hometown. Structured in three moments that are configured imaginatively in three dances—dance of defiance, dance of willpower, and dance of inspired creativity—the chapter is an exploration of the divine presence in the artist’s “journey of becoming.” Theological perspectives on creativity, inspiration, and apophasis are the points of conversation that emerge from the film.

The second chapter, “To Taste and See Heaven’s Love,” centers on Be with Me (Eric Khoo, 2005), an independent film from Singapore that inter-weaves four stories of unrequited love. At the heart of the elliptical narrative is a quasi-documentary on the blind and deaf Theresa Chan, an Asian Helen Keller figure who radiates authentic humanity in her astonishing faith and fortitude. The flourishing of hope amid the harsh realities of human finitude is foregrounded in the creative crossings presented in this chapter.


Part II: Reconciling Humanity

The arduous, complicated route from revenge to forgiveness is the focal point of The Son (Jeanne-Pierre and Luc Dardenne, 2002), the case study film for the third chapter, “Measuring Forgiveness.” This Belgian film depicts the inner psychological battle of a father as he finds himself mentoring the delinquent who had committed homicide against his young son. The moral time bomb represented in the film, mainly by way of strategic cinematography, resonates with theological insights on the “eye of God” and the magnanimity of wounded humanity.

The fourth chapter, “A Way to Be Good Again,” examines Kite Runner (Mike Forster, 2007), a film based on Khaled Hosseini’s bestselling novel of the same title. A heartfelt story of friendship, betrayal, and redemption, amid the foreboding atmosphere of Afghanistan under Taliban rule, the film seamlessly offers motifs that meaningfully resonate with biblical and theological perspectives on philia and agape, sin and forgiveness, the healing of memories, and the Islamic ritual of ablution.


Part III: Liberating Humanity

Taking two films—Lagaan (Ashutosh Gowariker, 2002), and Slumdog Millionaire (Danny Boyle, 2008)—representing two distinct vistas of one India, the fifth chapter, “Playing for Life,” looks into representations of humanity’s weakest links as they fight to win the game of life. In Lagaan, an acclaimed Bollywood film set in 19th-century British India, poor farmers are made to play the colonizer’s game of cricket under duress in a high-stakes challenge that could triple their tax burden. Apropos, the film’s postcolonial imagination stimulates an enriching discussion with Indian liberation theologies. In the British film Slumdog Millionaire, a young man raised in a Mumbai slum community draws from the painful experiences of his life of poverty to win the television quiz show Who Wants to be a Millionaire?. At stake is his prospect of reuniting with a lost love. Theological perspectives on serendipity and negative contrast experiences are the dialogue partners the film invites.

The case study for the sixth chapter, “Wheels of Change,” is Motorcycle Diaries (Walter Salles, 2004), an Argentinean film based on the travel accounts of medical student Ernesto Guevara before he becomes the revolutionary “Che.” The process of transformation experienced by the character of Ernesto—poetically represented in the film’s “aesthetics of liberation”—as he encounters marginalized groups across Latin America invites parallels with the liberationist conception of a “conversion to justice.”


Part IV: Inclusive Humanity

The seventh chapter, “She Who Is Three in One,” explores the image of woman in the South African film Yesterday (Darrell Roodt, 2004), in which the protagonist, weakened by HIV-AIDS and burdened by the demands of multiple responsibilities, is portrayed as a consummate multi-tasker. The film triggers a lively dialectic between a “hermeneutics of appreciation,” which affirms the life-giving strength of African women; and a feminist “hermeneutics of suspicion,” which denounces the multiple burdens that continue to oppress African women.

The final chapter is the most consciously methodical chapter of the book as it deals with a well-established hermeneutical approach in the interdiscipline—the examination of the Christ-figure. The title “Christ-Figure on the Back of a Whale” already points to the case study for this chapter, the widely acclaimed Whale Rider (Nikki Caro, 2002), from New Zealand, which is an eponymous cinematic adaptation of a novel by Maori author Witi Ihimaera. Whale Rider tells the story of a young Maori girl who challenges the tribal tradition of male leadership when she emerges as the anointed chief foretold in an ancient myth held sacred by her tribe. The chapter offers a fresh take on a worn method through an inductive approach that allows the criteria for determining the Christ-figure to crystallize from the conversation between the film and theology.

Imaginative insight, I believe, is an unmistakable hallmark of film and theology as an area of scholarly inquiry. I am hopeful that the same would characterize the scholarly servings of World Cinema, Theology, and the Human.



Part I Creative Humanity
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