
Go  to  the  Movies.  .  .  But
Don’t Turn Off Your Brain!

Feb. 12, 2010

How many of you have seen one movie in the past month (on TV
or at the theater)? Two movies? Three? Ten? How many of you,
like me, see so many movies on a regular basis it’s too hard
to count? Do you know how many movies are made on average per
year in Hollywood? Over the last ten years or so, Hollywood
puts out an average of six hundred movies each year. That’s
almost two a day–many many more if you include Bollywood.
Movies  are  everywhere!  They  show  up  in  abundance  in  our
culture and in our lives. On that level alone movies are
important  to  think  about  and  discuss  in  our  Christian
communities as we try to help one another live more like
Christ.

But movies aren’t only important because they’re prevalent.
Movies are important because they communicate ideas about what
is true. We’ve always used art as a way of expressing our
beliefs about and experiences of reality: what is true about
life and what it means to be a person, why is there evil and
how can we be saved from it… “Man has always and will continue
to express his hope and excitement, as well as his fears and
reservations, about life and what it means to be human through
the arts. He will seek to express his world through any and
all available mediums, and presently that includes film.”{1}

So movies are important not just because they’re everywhere,
but because they tell us about life and what it mans to be
human. Normally, in church, when we talk about where our ideas
about life and what it means to be a person and how we should
live, where do we say those ideas come from? Right, the Bible.

And that’s true! But God has given us art too. And we need art
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and  science  and  nature  and  each  other  and  the  Bible  to
interpret what is real, what is true. We need all of these
things together to help us make sense of life; because life
can sometimes be a mess. When your friend betrays you and you
don’t know why. When your parents divorce. When life isn’t bad
just uncertain, or confusing… or complicated because two boys
like you at the same time or you’re not exactly sure where you
want to go to college… Now, the Scriptures come first among
all informers of reality; but we’ll come back to that.

I have to thank my friend and colleague Todd Kappelman; he
works with me at Probe and he is a professor of philosophy at
Dallas Baptist University. I’ll be pulling a lot from his
lecture “Perspectives on Film: What’s in a movie?” Let me
quote Todd:

“A  film  is  able  to  convey  an  enormous  range  of  human
experience and emotions. A good film maker, script writer,
director, producer, or actor can take us to places that we
might never be able to see through our everyday experiences.”

Can you think of some examples? Avatar. Lord of the Rings.
Even  movies  like  Saving  Private  Ryan  or  Braveheart.  And
because movies are able to involve us in situations that are
outside of our everyday experiences, but that we can relate
to, “[movies] may also show us things about our world that
would  otherwise  remain  hidden  to  the  untrained  eye.”  For
example,  Wall-E.  How  many  of  you  have  seen  Wall-E?  So
basically humanity destroys all oxygen-producing plant life
and has to ship civilization out into outer space. Everyone’s
on a giant cruise ship in space, lounging in these mobile
recliners that take them wherever they want to go and they
have these screens that pop up and they can order whatever
food they want, and it comes right to them. And they’ve been
living like this in space for years so everyone is super fat.
There  are  a  couple  of  underlying  messages  in  this  movie;
they’re pretty obvious, right? Take care of the Earth our home
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and discipline yourself in this world of modern convenience.
But  because  these  messages  are  communicated  to  us,  not
directly in the world in which we live, but indirectly through
a world with robots and space cruise ships, it’s a message
that’s easier to swallow.

The underlying messages of Wall-E are pretty obvious; however,
many movies have messages which are much more subtle. And
unless we know what to look for and how to look for it we will
miss it. We will miss what the movie is really saying behind
the  special  effects  and  witty  dialogue.  Often  movies
communicate ideas about life and reality through symbols; it’s
like code. The movies don’t often just come out and say, “This
is the message about life from this movie.” So we need to
learn how to interpret the code.

Movies have ideas and those ideas come from the women and men
who make them. Duh. Right, I know. But we don’t always think
about it. Every person has a worldview and that worldview is
always in a person’s art.

My colleague Todd gives us five basic questions to ask when
watching movies:

1. How important is life to the director/writers, etc? Are
tough issues dealt with or avoided? “Christian” movies come
to mind when I think of this question. Sometimes these movies
are really bad about candy-coating life–everything ends nice
and neatly and all the bad stuff about life is kind of
skipped over or neatly dealt with. This is a disservice
because it isn’t true to life.

2. Is there a discernible philosophical position in the film?
If  so,  what  is  it,  and  can  a  case  be  made  for  your
interpretation? How many of you saw Avatar? I saw it twice.
It was awesome in 3D. I hear it’s even cooler in XD. I’ll let
you in on a not-so-secret secret. Hollywood’s favorite and
most popular worldview right now is pantheism. Think about

http://bit.ly/bEeTrO


Avatar and look at your chart (under Cosmic Humanism). See
anything that rings familiar from the movie?

3. Is the subject matter of the film portrayed truthfully?
Here the goal is to determine if the subject matter is being
dealt with in a way that is in agreement with or contrary to
the experiences of daily reality. Let me think here… what
comes to mind? Um… romantic comedies. Don’t get me wrong, I
like many romantic comedies, but I also go to those movies
with my brain turned on, watching the screen through my
biblical worldview lenses. And it’s important we do that
because those movies aren’t just fun-loving and warm-fuzzy,
they also communicate ideas about romance and marriage and
dating and sex. And if we go into these movies with our
brains turned off, we will begin to subconsciously absorb
these false ideas. If I’m not filtering the film with my
biblical worldview, I can easily begin to expect my love life
to be like the movies, which when I say it out loud like that
sounds ridiculous. But it happens in subtle ways and more
often than we think.

4. Is there a discernible hostility toward particular values
and beliefs? Does the film seek to be offensive for the sake
of sensationalism alone? I think a case can be made that The
DaVinci Code fits into this category. But you know, hostility
toward Christianity is all over, not just movies, but TV too.
When Christians are portrayed on the show Criminal Minds for
example, they’re often extreme fundamentalists who hate gays
and  repress  women.  And  you  know,  that’s  a  legitimate
complaint against some who call themselves Christians. But
when those are the only types of Christians shown time and
time again on TV and in the movies, the whole picture isn’t
being shown. It’s being distorted.

5. Is the film technically well made, written, produced and
acted? I confess, Transformers II was a major disappointment.
It was technically well done; I mean, the special effects
were awesome. But the writing… I felt like I was getting



dumber sitting there listening to that dialogue. Even the
plot had some holes in it, which was disappointing because I
like action flicks.

Now as Christian interpreters, we have three more questions to
ask ourselves:

1. Does the interpretation of reality in this work conform to
or fail to conform to Christian doctrine or ethics? Sometimes
a movie will match up pretty solidly with the Creation-Fall-
Redemption narrative of Scripture. Sometimes a movie will
represent the complete opposite ideas about what life is like
and what it means to be human. But most of the time, movies
present to us ideas that partly conform to Christian doctrine
or ethics. Because movies come out of the ideas in the heart
and minds of the women and men who create them, and Romans 2
tells us that God has written his truth on the hearts of all
people.

2. If some of the ideas and values are Christian, are they
inclusively or exclusively Christian? That is, do these ideas
encompass Christianity and other religions or philosophic
viewpoints,  or  do  they  exclude  Christianity  from  other
viewpoints? The case could be made that The Book of Eli
presents Christian values in an inclusive way. It’s subtle,
and if you blinked you might have missed it. The movie isn’t
about preserving the Word of God. It’s about preserving the
religious books of the world. And it is no mistake that the
Bible was placed right next to the Koran in the library at
the end.

3. If some of the ideas and values in a work are Christian,
are they a relatively complete version of the Christian view,
or are they a relatively rudimentary version of Christian
belief on a given topic? (Like Criminal Minds.)

Finally, a few cautions:



1. Just because a movie depicts unChristian ethics or values
doesn’t mean it’s bad art. Likewise, just because a movie
depicts Christian values doesn’t mean it’s good art.

2.  Be  careful  not  to  allow  your  personal  perspective  to
dominate  the  description  of  a  particular  work.  Try  to
understand  as  many  other  perspectives  as  you  can.

3. Do not expect a non-Christian to agree with you, arrive at
the  same  conclusions,  or  completely  understand  your
perspective. At best we can hope to offer a clear and coherent
insight into a work and thereby gain an opportunity for a
Christian voice to be heard.

Okay.  So  movies  are  important.  And  so  is  the  need  for
Christian interpretation. So if you like movies as much as I
do, I hope you will go to the movies and keep your brain
turned on because movies communicate messages about life and
what it means to be human. And if we don’t turn on our brains,
we will unknowingly begin to believe untruths about life and
what it means to be human. Movies are also important because
they provide a good, nonthreatening way to talk about truth
and  worldview—ideas  about  life  and  what  it  means  to  be
human—with our friends.

______________________________________________________________

1. Kappelman, Todd, Film and the Christian, bit.ly/LvfUe1

This blog post originally appeared at
reneamac.com/2010/02/12/go-to-the-movies-but-dont-turn-off-

your-brain/
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Faith-based  Film  Faith  Like
Potatoes
It’s movie night with Mom; so I’m at the video store browsing
the new releases and I come across Faith Like Potatoes. I’m
not sure I would have picked it up if I were looking just for
myself, but I saw the words, “Based on an inspiring true
story,” and thought, Mom will like this. She did. But much to
my surprise, so did I. Oh, I thought I’d enjoy it tolerably,
but I didn’t expect to be, yes, actually inspired.

Faith Like Potatoes centers around a young, white African
farmer who is forced to move his family to South Africa and
start all over. As he does, he must overcome drought, tension
in his family and his own deep-seated anger, as well as the
tension and violence between white and black South African
farmers. It’s a story of pain, truth, beauty, and redemption.

Nonetheless, even though I was able to read all this on the
back cover, I wasn’t expecting to be very impressed. To be
entirely truthful, I’ve come to expect a fair amount of cheesy
dialogue  and  frankly,  poor  artistry  (cinematography,  plot
nuance,  imagery,  symbolism,  subtlety,  etc.)  from  Christian
film, with a few notable exceptions. To be fair, I like those
“weird artsy films” that make you think, and I understand that
isn’t everyone’s cup of tea. But that also means I’ve seen my
fair share of high-quality, low-budget film. And while I think
we still have lots of ground to recover as we relearn how to
engage the arts, I’m also aware that we have and are making
progress.

Faith Like Potatoes from Affirm Films, is evidence of this
progress. The producers, editors, directors, and composers are
highly  experienced,  award-winning  experts  both  within  and
without faith-based film-making, and it shows. Often, faith-
based  films  come  across  as  unrealistic  because  they  lack
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engaging, believable characters and dialogue and they over-
simplify  characters  and  their  issues.  These  movies  often
provide  one-size-fits-all  answers  and  end  up  resolving
problems  and  characters  so  pristinely  that  there  are  no
complications,  no  loose  ends,  no  lingering  struggles  or
doubts, no ambiguities, no room for interpretation… no depth.
Real people in real circumstances aren’t like that. People are
complicated;  what’s  right  and  what’s  wrong  is  sometimes
unclear;  accepting  Jesus  doesn’t  make  everything  rosy  and
happily-ever-after all at once.

As  Christians  we  ought  to  know  better  than  anyone  that
complete resolution will never take place until Christ returns
at long last to bring Justice and Peace to a hurting world. If
we want our productions to speak to real people in real ways,
we need to get real. We need to stop avoiding the wonderfully
complex simplicities of the paradoxical life God designed (the
last is first, die to live, etc.). Potatoes’ Regardt Van Den
Bergh understands this. The well-known South African actor and
director writes this of his work (of which The Visual Bible’s
Matthew is his best known): “I, as a director, love telling
true stories. To tell stories of how God impacts the lives of
people  is  the  best,  but  with  it  comes  an  awesome
responsibility: the responsibility of being truthful and also
representing the way of God in the person’s life accurately.”
(www.sonypictures.com/homevideo/faithlikepotatoes/about/produc
tion-bios.html).

Overall, I think the film is successful in doing this. It
doesn’t shy away from the tragedy that happens in Buchan’s
life. (Faith Like Potatoes is based on the life of Angus
Buchan, and is also the title of Buchan’s autobiography.) I
did, however, feel that the aftermath of the death of his
nephew was covered a bit speedily. I understand there are
limits on film as a medium, and time is almost always a
factor—Faith Like Potatoes is almost an even two hours long as
it is—however, I still feel it was an important part of the
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whole  of  this  man’s  experience  that  shouldn’t  have  been
rushed. We only glimpse rather than truly encounter the shame
and guilt and anger Buchan struggled with. The film brings us
face-to-face with Buchan’s immense sadness, but his other,
darker feelings and struggles are only hinted at. Nonetheless,
this dose of realism which portrays both the triumphs and
tragedies of life is a good step in the right direction.

You’ve heard the old adage: It’s not what you say, but how you
say it that matters most. We all have experience with this. We
know that how we say what we’re saying affects how people
receive it, and often whether they receive it at all. This
being the case, we can see how bad art is an impediment to a
good  message;  we  begin  to  understand  how  it  is  nearly
impossible to communicate a good message through a movie that
just isn’t good. This is why I want to highlight Regardt’s
Faith Like Potatoes. It’s good art. Not exceedingly great
perhaps, but good. This film has quality acting, dialogue,
cinematography—all believable, which allows its message to be
believable too. And that is inspiring.

© 2009 Probe Ministries

Confessions  of  a  Cellphone-
Challenged Journalist
I have a confession.

Not  one  of  those  tawdry  confessions,  but  it  is  a  little
embarrassing. You see, I am cellphone challenged.

I  used  a  cellphone  once  —  about  ten  years  ago  when
volunteering to help rebuild Miami after Hurricane Andrew. The
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BellSouth  loaner,  a  real  clunker,  helped  me  navigate  the
storm-ravaged county amidst downed street signs and landmarks.

But I’ve never owned one. Voicemail takes my messages and I’ve
seldom wanted to be more accessible. Some of my friends swear
by cellphones. Others swear at them. Ever been in a movie
theater when a filmgoer gets a call and decides to talk?

My wife attended a conference presentation during which a
woman asked the speaker a question from the audience. In the
middle of her question, with all eyes on her, her cellphone
rang. She not only answered it, but also conducted a brief
conversation while everyone watched aghast.

Airline  travelers  talk  before  takeoff  until  the  flight
attendant tells them to stop. They resume talking when the
plane lands. They talk walking through the airport, on the
inter-terminal shuttle, entering the restroom. They talk while
using the toilet or washing their hands. Some restrooms sound
like offices.

Drivers talk. Beachgoers talk. Students talk between classes.
Shoppers talk while cruising the aisles. (“What kind of cheese
did you want me to get?”)

Some restaurants ask diners not to use cellphones. Some summer
camps have banned them because they distract kids from social
and recreational activities.

My doctor’s office has a sign asking patients to please not
talk on cellphones while the doctor or nurse is examining
them. (Let your mind wander on that theme for a moment.)

One of my favorite signs is inside a nearby church: “Please
turn off cellphones during service. (Let God call you.)”

The hit movie, “Bruce Almighty,” depicts God’s attempts to
contact the main character (played by Jim Carrey) by leaving a
number on his pager. Turns out the number is valid in many



area codes. After the film’s release, people and businesses
began getting calls from folks asking for God.

A Florida woman threatened to sue the film studio after 20
calls per hour clogged her cellphone. A Denver radio station
built a contest around the fluke. Some callers to the station
seemed to think they’d really discovered a direct line to God.
One left a message confessing her adultery.

Another number holder decided to offer some friendly advice.
She changed her voice message to say, “Looking for God? Well,
I’m not Him, but I do know Him. And knowing Him has changed my
life. You can know Him too. In fact, it’s a local call.”

Come to think of it, that may not be a bad idea. Jeremiah (the
Jewish prophet, not the bullfrog) said God told him, “Call to
Me and I will answer you, and I will tell you great and mighty
things, which you do not know.” It doesn’t even require a
cellphone.

I guess I can live with cellphones if people can realize that
they’re not for everyone. If you have one, I certainly don’t
fault you. But please, do turn it off when you go to see the
doctor.

“Am I a Prude for Refusing to
Endorse  the  Movie
“Ratatouille”?”
WARNING — this email contains a movie “spoiler”… My husband
and  I  saw  the  G-rated  Pixar  movie  Ratatouille.  As  a
conservative Christian, I was troubled and saddened that an
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important element of the movie reveals that the garbage boy
Linguini is the illegitimate son of the recently deceased chef
Gusteau, who doesn’t even know he has a son. While the movie
is otherwise entertaining and worthwhile, I cannot endorse
such a film. My husband, who is as devout as me, didn’t think
this was a big deal and that kids wouldn’t put it together and
neither would most adults. Am I being too prudish? Or do you
think I should stand firm in my convictions that wrong is
wrong…even if everybody does it?

One last thing, is there a Christian-based movie rating site?

First,  concerning  your  question  about  Christian  movie
reviewing  sites:

www.pluggedinonline.com

www.movieguide.org

www.christianitytoday.com/movies/

christianity.about.com/od/christianmovies/Christian_Movies_and
_Christian_Movie_Reviews.htm

Secondly: while I haven’t yet seen the movie (but plan to
tomorrow!), I did read all the reviews at the above sites so I
would  have  a  better  idea  of  what  troubles  you.  I  also
discussed the movie with one of my Probe colleagues who took
his family to see it. I fully appreciate your concern about
illegitimate children, but is this part of the story lifted up
as something to emulate and freely accept? Or is it a plot
device that can be addressed in discussion with others after
the movie? It sounds like a teachable moment to me, much like
the  wrong  and  sinful  elements  of  Bible  stories  that  are
presented without comment by the biblical writers and invite
us to interact with them wisely.

From what I read in the reviews (and in my conversation with
the one who did see it), there are other wrongs in the movie
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such as stealing, throwing knives, arrogance, etc., which you
did not indicate your objection to. Would you say you cannot
endorse  any  movie  that  has  anything  wrong  in  it?  I
respectfully  suggest  that  this  kind  of  movie  provides
audiences with the opportunity to develop discernment in how
they process what’s in it, and especially how they discuss it
with their children and other viewers. Personally, I find it
very helpful when someone with a developed Christian worldview
sees a movie and tells me, “If you see this movie, look for
_____ and _____ but watch out for _____.”

Our philosophy here at Probe is that there is no such thing as
sheer entertainment. All movies are made for a reason, with a
viewpoint, and there is something the producers and directors
want you to see or think, or a certain way in which they want
you to respond. So Christians need to have their thinking caps
on when seeing any movie, filtering everything through the
lens of God’s word and His values.

In that case, when a character is revealed to be illegitimate,
our  response  would  then  be,  “Oh,  illegitimacy  is  so  sad
because sexual sin is sad and hurtful. God wants so much
better for us, and that’s why He calls us to purity. So the
issue is not the presence of an illegitimate character, but
whether or not our response to it is in alignment with what
God has shown us in His word.”

I would add that there are many movies that are so filled with
moral filth and ungodliness that it’s like trying to find
something to eat in a compost heap. We’re better off not going
(or renting, or watching) them at all.

Thanks for writing.

Sue Bohlin

Addendum: I just returned from seeing the movie myself, and
stand by everything I said. Excuse me, but I have an urge to
go in the kitchen and cook up something marvelous! <grin>



© 2007 Probe Ministries

Slavery,  William  Wilberforce
and the Film “Amazing Grace”
The transatlantic trade in slavery was outlawed 200 years ago.
This anniversary is marked by the release of Amazing Grace,em>
a feature film about abolitionist William Wilberforce. Byron
Barlowe argues that his life is an exemplar of how God can use
faith, moral bravery along with biblical thinking and long-
term action—even against tough odds—to transform culture for
good.

You may have caught the buzz surrounding the film Amazing
Grace,  still  in  theaters  nationwide  at  this  writing.  It
premiered just in time to celebrate the anti-slavery campaign
led by William Wilberforce, which outlawed{1} transatlantic
slavery 200 years ago.

Culturally active Christians, especially, hail the film as a
refreshingly  well-done  cinematic  rendering  of  a  historical
hero that will be worth viewing and, if you’re so inclined,
owning. Wilberforce’s story is an exemplar of how God can use
faith, moral bravery along with biblical thinking and long-
term action to transform culture for good.

Slavery then & now
The term “slavery” usually evokes images of forced-émigrés
from Africa in the American South from the advent of the
American colonies. Yet, slavery in some form is a feature of
life in much of the world’s history and may be more rampant
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today than ever before. From indentured servants who willingly
pledged submission to their masters to those bought and sold
as property—as in the American and British systems—to those
held in present-day fear and financial bondage right under our
modern noses, slavery is simply a hard fact.

According  to  Probe  writer  Rusty  Wright,  the  18th  Century
British slave trade “was legal, lucrative, and brutal.”{2}
Altering that reality was a life-cause for Wilberforce and his
abolitionist brethren.

This was not always the sentiment among Christians, going back
to the early Church. Although their ancient slavery was often
more benign than in Wilberforce’s day, it surprises many to
discover that such notables as Polycarp (Bishop of Smyrna),
Clement of Alexandria, Athenagoras (Second Century Christian
philosopher), and Origen held to slavery as a God-given right.
Later Church luminaries such as St. Bonaventure agreed. Pope
Paul III even granted the right of clergy to own slaves.{3}

Latin  America’s  pre-Columbian  slave-based  culture  was
prodigious, but how much does one hear of this or the claim
that the Church ended it? Author Nancy Pearcey tells of a
Mexican  man  [who]  spoke  from  the  audience  at  a  recent
conference:

My ancestors were the Aztecs. We were the biggest slave
traders, and the slaves were used for human sacrifice—to make
the sun rise each day! Our Aztec priests ripped out the
beating hearts from living slaves who were sacrificed in our
temples….

I don’t like it. I am not proud of it…. It is part of our
history. We have to face up to it.

Pointing  out  the  unique  ameliorative  influence  of  the
Christian  faith  as  contrasted  with  Islam,  he  added:



And the slavery and human sacrifice in Mexico only stopped
when Christianity came and brought it to an end. That is the
fact of history. When are the Arabs going to face up to the
facts of their own history, and to what is going on in many
Muslim countries today? When are they going to rise up like
the Christians to bring this slavery in their own countries
to an end?{4}

Using the film as a launching pad, present-day abolitionist
groups continue a campaign to publicize and eradicate modern-
day slavery. According to World magazine, “today 27 million
people live on in captivity, their lives worth far less than
any  colonial  era  slave.”{5}  “About  17,000  are  trafficked
annually in the United States.”{6}

Relative to the chattel slaves of Wilberforce’s day, for which
owners  paid  heavy  prices  and  held  title  deeds,  today’s
illegally held human “property” comes cheap—and blends in.
Most are in debt bondage, some are contract laborers living
under harsh conditions, and others are forced into marriage
and prostitution. “Human trafficking, which ensnares 600,000
to 800,000 people a year, is the newest slave trade and the
world’s third-largest criminal business after drugs and arms
dealing.”{7}

Contemporary abolitionist, hands-on human rights campaigner,
member of the British House of Lords and professed follower of
Christ, the Baroness Caroline Cox points out that obliteration
of the white slave trade lends hope to modern-day campaigns.
“There have been many slaveries, but there has been only one
abolition,  which  eventually  shattered  even  the  rooted  and
ramified slave systems of the Old World.”{8}

An  “alliance  of  modern  Wilberforces”  includes  “lawmakers,
clergy, layers, bureaucrats, missionaries, social workers, and
even  reclusive  Colorado  billionaire  Philip  Anschutz,”  who
bankrolled the film Amazing Grace.{9} They seek to repeat



Wilberforce’s success.

Opposition in Wilberforce’s day
Wilberforce  and  his  compatriots  faced  an  entrenched  pro-
slavery culture. “…The entire worldview of the British Empire
was what we today call social Darwinism. The rich and the
powerful preyed on and abused the poor and the weak.”{10}

The  British  royal  family  sanctioned  slavery.  The  great
military hero of the day, Admiral Lord Nelson, denounced “the
damnable  doctrine  of  Wilberforce  and  his  hypocritical
allies.”{11}

Once  again,  the  religious  climate  of  the  day  tolerated
institutionalized  evil.  In  a  chapter  entitled  “Slavery
Abolished: A Christian Achievement” in his sweeping book How
Christianity Changed the World, Alvin J. Schmidt writes, “A
London church council decision of 1102, which had outlawed
slavery  and  the  slave  trade{12},  was  ignored.”  Schmidt
continues regarding religious hypocrisy, that the “revival of
slavery” in Wilberforce’s time in Britain, Spain, Portugal and
their  colonies  “…was  lamentable  because  this  time  it  was
implemented by countries whose proponents of slavery commonly
identified  themselves  as  Christians,  whereas  during  the
African  and  Greco-Roman  eras,  slavery  was  the  product  of
pagans.”{13}

Most  compellingly,  Wilberforce’s  convictions  put  his  own
welfare at risk. Twice, West Indian sea captains threatened
Wilberforce’s life.{14} This campaign was not a casual cause
célèbre to him.

Wilberforce biographer Eric Metaxas states:

…The moral and social behavior of the entire culture…was
hopelessly brutal, violent, selfish, and vulgar. He hoped to
restore civility and Christian values to British society,



because he knew that only then would the poor be lifted out
of their misery.

Wilberforce’s Secret: learn to disagree
agreeably{15}
It  has  been  fashionable,  on  occasion,  to  lionize  William
Wilberforce to the point of exaggeration. However, we can
legitimately  extract  godly,  courageous  and  wise  principles
from his life’s story.

Holding fast to a distinctively biblical worldview will often
come smack into conflict with the most cherished societal sins
of one’s day. It was slavery then, you name the issue today:
abortion, gluttony, gambling, pornography, human trafficking.
Yet, many a well-meaning activist has fallen prey to a crass
loss of civility in the long battle to turn the tide of public
opinion and policy.

Metaxas contrasts:

Wilberforce understood the Scripture about being wise as
serpents and gentle as doves. He was a very wise man who
worked with those from other views to further the causes God
had  called  him  to.  Because  of  the  depth  of  his  faith,
Wilberforce  was  a  genuinely  humble  man  who  treated  his
enemies with grace—and of course that had great practical
results.

Just as Cambridge professor Isaac Milner, his mentor to faith
in Christ, had once stood against Wilberforce’s skepticism
agreeably, so he learned to do politically. He was relevant,
shrewd,  yet  genuine.  “Wilberforce  wasn’t  full  of  pious
platitudes. He really had the ability to translate the things
of God in a way that people could really hear what he was
saying,” Metaxas says.



Even privately, his actions forcefully, yet humbly, disagreed
with prevailing cultural winds. Metaxas describes his serious
conviction to spend significant time raising his six children,
certainly uncommon for fathers in his day. One lasting result:
“because of his fame [this] set the fashion with regard to
family togetherness and being together on Sundays that lasted
far into the 19th and even 20th centuries.”

The Christian worldview drove Wilberforce
and  his  predecessors  to  oppose  slavery
and its effects
Wilberforce gained a reputation as a man of faith. Sir Walter
Scott credited Wilberforce with being a spiritual leader among
Parliamentarians.  Biographer  John  Stoughton  wrote  that  his
effectiveness as speaker was greatest when he “appealed to the
Christian  consciences  of  Englishmen.”{16}  Nonetheless,
Wilberforce was his own biggest proponent of his need for
grace.

The doctrines of sola fide (“by faith alone”) and sola gratia
(“by  grace  alone”)  formed  the  foundation  of  Wilberforce’s
theology, or how he viewed God and His relation to the world.
Metaxas relates, “He really knew that he was as wicked a
sinner as the worst slave trader—without that sense of one’s
own  sinfulness,  it’s  very  easy  to  become  a  moralizing
Pharisee.”

Author and pastor John Piper writes:

…The  doctrine  of  justification  is  essential  to  right
living—and that includes political living…. [The “Nominal
Christians” or Christians in name only, of Wilberforce’s day]
got things backward: First they strived for moral uplift, and
then appealed to God for approval. That is not the Christian
gospel. And it will not transform a nation. It would not
sustain a politician through 11 parliamentary defeats over 20



years of vitriolic opposition.{17}

The Apostle Paul wrote, “Where the Spirit of the Lord is,
there is freedom.”{18} Sometimes it takes 20 years or much
longer  for  the  Spirit  to  move  an  entire  culture!  God  is
patient and works with our free wills, but accomplishes His
purposes in the end.

Paul wrote several other times in Scripture regarding slavery.
He told Philemon to treat his own slave as a brother. That is,
lose the slave, gain a spiritual brother.

To the church in Galatia, Paul wrote that there was “neither
Jew nor Greek, slave nor free…for you are all one in Christ
Jesus.”{19}  The  status  of  slave  was  subsumed  under  the
category  of  believer,  where  all  are  equal.  “…Given  the
culturally ingrained practice of slavery…in the ancient world,
Paul’s words were revolutionary. The Philemon and Galatians
passages laid the groundwork for the abolition of slavery,
then and for the future.”{20}

Anti-Slavery positions were commonplace in the Early Church.
Slaves worshiped and communed with Christians at the same
altar. Christians often freed slaves, even redeemed the slaves
of  others{21}  (much  like  contemporary  believers  who  buy
freedom for Sudanese slaves). This equal treatment of slaves
sometimes set Christians up as targets of persecution.{22}

Christianity is no stranger to abolition throughout history.
Schmidt writes:

…The effort to remove slavery, whether it was Wilberforce in
Britain  or  the  abolitionists  in  America,  was  not  a  new
phenomenon in Christianity. Nor were the efforts of Martin
Luther King, Jr. and the American civil rights laws of the
1960s  to  remove  racial  segregation  new  to  the  Christian
ethic.  They  were  merely  efforts  to  restore  Christian
practices that were already in existence in Christianity’s



primal days.{23}

The film Blood Diamond graphically portrays child soldiers
brutally manipulated to do the killing for a rebel group in
Africa, an actual contemporary tragedy. In the story’s only
bright spot, a gentle, fatherly African offers an apologetic
for his work to rescue and rehabilitate boy warriors. The
message  is  straightforward:  do  what  you  can  in  the  moral
morass, for “who knows which path leads to God?”

Wilberforce  found  the  path—the  Way,  the  Truth  and  the
Life{24}—and  it  continues  to  light  the  way  for  people  in
bondage today. But it’s only just begun, once again.
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Mel  Gibson’s  Passion  Film
Ignites Passions
The storm of controversy surrounding Mel Gibson’s film about
Jesus death has had many facets. Is the movie anti-Semitic?
Too violent for kids? Would Gibsons Jesus get married?

Representatives of the Jewish Anti-Defamation League and the
Simon  Wiesenthal  Center  feared  provocation  of  anti-Jewish
feelings  and  violence.  Prerelease  screenings  found  warm
response from leaders including Vatican officials and Billy
Graham. Others remained skeptical.

Much of the controversy centers on two questions about the
film  and  the  history  it  depicts:  Were  Jewish  people
responsible for Jesus death? And, if so, are all Jewish people
thereby  Christ  killers?  Anti-Semitisms  ugly  stains  make
certain fears understandable.

Raised as a Gentile in Miami, I had many Jewish friends.
Miamis  Jewish  population  exceeds  that  of  many  cities  of
Israel. My classmates talked of Hebrew school, synagogue, and
bar mitzvahs. In school we sang Hanukah songs and Christmas
carols. My parents taught and modeled respect and tolerance.
Anti-Semitism makes my blood boil.

After  finding  faith  as  a  university  student,  I  explored
concerns about anti-Semitism in biblical accounts of Jesus
death. Jesus was Jewish, as were his early followers. Jewish
people  who  opposed  him  aligned  against  Jewish  people  who
supported him. This was essentially a Jewish-Jewish conflict.
One faction pressured Pilate, a Roman ruler, into executing
Jesus.
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Jewish leaders did not physically hang him on a cross; Roman
executioners did that. But some Jewish people were part of the
mix.

Should all Jewish people bear the guilt for Jesus execution?
Of course not. Neither should all Germans bear guilt for the
Holocaust  nor  all  Christians  for  racism  or  anti-Semitism,
pedophilia,  corruption,  or  other  outrageous  acts  of
Christians. We all bear responsibility for our own decisions.

But there is another facet to the guilt question. After I
spoke in a University of Miami anthropology class, one student
asked  if  Jews  are  responsible  for  the  death  of  Jesus.
Absolutely, I replied. Jews are responsible for Jesus death.
And so are Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, atheists
and agnostics.

Jesus said he came to help plug people into God, to give his
life as a ransom for many. He believed his death would pay the
price  necessary  to  provide  forgiveness  for  all  who  would
accept it, becoming a bridge linking them to eternity.

According to this perspective, we – all of us – and our flaws
are the reason Jesus went to the cross. Are we guilty of
physically executing him? No. Was it because of us that he
suffered? By his reasoning, yes.

Gibsons  film  is  significant.  Of  course,  I  brought  my  own
biases to the screening. I left impressed with the terrible
pain Jesus endured, especially poignant because I believe he
endured it for me.

Rembrandt,  the  famous  Dutch  artist,  painted  a  memorable
depiction of the crucifixion. In it, several people help to
raise the cross to which Jesus is nailed. Light emphasizes one
particular  face  among  the  cross-raisers.  The  face  is
Rembrandts, a self-portrait. The painter believed he himself
was part of the reason Jesus died.



Gibson told the Associated Press, “I came to a difficult point
in  my  life  and  meditating  on  Christ’s  sufferings,  on  his
passion, got me through it.” The Passion film and story are
worth considering and discussing among friends of any faith or
of no faith.

© 2005 Probe Ministries

Christmas Film Favorites
Todd Kappelman highlights some favorite films of the Christmas
season,  encouraging  Christians  to  enjoy  the  films  while
separating the sacred from the secular.

A Christmas Carol
In this article we will examine several classics of film and
television that have become perennial favorites during the
Christmas  season.  We’ll  start  with  a  review  of  Charles
Dickens’  A  Christmas  Carol.  The  1938  Metro  Goldwin  Mayer
version is our primary reference, although there are several
remakes and versions that would be worthy of our attention.
Dickens’  A  Christmas  Carol  remains  one  of  the  all-time
favorite seasonal films and is worthy of an annual viewing for
a number of reasons.

The  primary  reason  that  the  Carol  is  still
important is that Christmas has become a commercial
disaster that tends to focus our attention on the
material  aspects  of  the  season  and  neglect  the
spiritual and humanitarian dimensions. A Christmas Carol must
be understood as the loud cry of a Victorian prophet sounding
the warning of the evils of poverty. The settings in Dickens’
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stories,  illustrating  the  abysmal  conditions  in  nineteenth
century England, have long been understood to be a valuable
reminder  of  the  social  inequities  during  the  industrial
revolution. This is the background of the famous Christmas
tale.

The film opens with Ebenezer Scrooge’s nephew Fred playing in
the snow with several young boys. One of the boys is Tiny Tim,
the  handicapped  son  of  one  of  Scrooge’s  employees,  Bob
Cratchet. The story develops quickly as the merry and cheerful
lives of every man, woman, and child in England are contrasted
with the disgruntled and miserable life of Scrooge (Reginald
Owen). Scrooge is a rich business man with want of nothing,
and yet he cannot, or will not, find it in his heart to enter
into the spirit of the season. At midnight on Christmas Eve
all of this will change as he is visited by the three ghosts
of Christmas past, present, and future.

The ghost of Christmas past shows Scrooge his childhood school
and friends. He remembers the time as mixed with joy and
confusion. Joy because of his friends, and confusion because
his father does not participate in the season in the same
manner as other families. It is at this point that he becomes
hardened as a young man and turns to a life of greed.

When the ghost of Christmas present comes, Scrooge is shown
how other people are spending the evening. This is where he
learns that Christmas may be enjoyed in spite of being poor
and that it is a time of opportunity for those who have
material blessings to share with those who do not.

Finally, when the ghost of Christmas future comes, Scrooge is
shown the grave that awaits him. He inquires whether one may
not change his ways and thus alter his destiny. Although the
ghost,  who  is  actually  the  Grim  Reaper,  does  not  respond
Scrooge surmises that this must be possible or the ghosts
would not be visiting him in the first place. Scrooge learns
his lesson in the end and has what amounts to a “conversion”



for  Dickens.  The  film  and  story  conversion  amount  to  a
humanitarian change of heart and are thin on the Christian
emphasis in spite of the presence of worship services and
praying families. What we should take with us from the film is
the fact that we can learn from the past and appropriate it in
the present for a better future. Likewise we can use the
Christmas season as an opportunity to focus on that which
really  matters,  which  for  Christians  is  the  birth  Jesus
Christ.

 

Miracle on 34th Street
Miracle on 34th Street, much like A Christmas Carol, is an
example of the humanitarian variety of Christmas films.

Miracle  on  34th  Street  opens  during  the  Macy’s  Annual
Thanksgiving Day Parade. The man who has been hired to play
Santa  is  drunk,  and  the  organizer,  a  Mrs.  Doris  Walker
(Maureen O’Hara), is desperate to find a suitable stand-in.
Fortunately  the  real  Santa,  a.k.a.  Kriss  Kringle  (Edmund
Gwenn),  has  been  wandering  the  streets  of  New  York  and
reluctantly agrees to help out. After the parade is over he
begins to work at Macy’s as the store’s Santa Claus and causes
quite a commotion.

Being the real Santa Claus, Kringle puts the children first
and the commercialism last among his job concerns. He has been
instructed by the store manager to influence the children to
ask their parents for toys that are in abundant supply and
thus help to sell the store’s surplus merchandise. Kringle
laments the request and will have nothing to do with further
commercializing the season.

Kringle elects instead to listen seriously to the children’s
requests and send their parents to rival department stores if
necessary to secure the desired presents. This causes the



store’s manager and Mrs. Walker great concern about what Mr.
Macy, the owner, will do when he finds out. The customers
could not be happier with the store and it is considered a
great humanitarian gesture on the part of Macy to put the
children ahead of the profits. Other stores follow suit, and
there  is  a  citywide,  then  nationwide,  movement  to  assist
customers and children ahead of the store’s interests.

There  is  a  major  plot  twist  when  Santa  is  brought  to  a
competency hearing in the New York County Court because he
claims to be Santa Claus. His trial is front-page news, and
everyone anxiously follows the story to see if the court will
find in favor of the existence of Santa Claus or rule that it
has all been a commercial hoax of the tallest order.

Mrs.  Walker’s  daughter,  Susan  (Natalie  Wood),  has  been
watching the story unfold and serves as a prop for those who
posture themselves more realistically to the Christmas myth of
Santa Claus and reindeer. The little girl has been raised by
her divorced mother to accept nothing but the sober truth
about life; there are no fairy tales, myths, or Santa for this
young girl.

However, when Santa is found to exist in actuality by the
court there is a new opportunity for both the girl and her
mother to reconsider their skepticism. The mother willingly
concedes the existence of Santa Claus, but the daughter is
much more demanding concerning what is necessary for her to
believe.  The  emphasis  of  the  story  is  not  Christian
specifically, but rather humanitarian. The lesson is that if
one will turn from one’s crass commercialism and embrace one’s
fellow man the true spirit of the season can be enjoyed. As
Christians we should be happy that a classic such as this
warns us against the pitfalls of materialism, yet cautious
about adding too much by way of Christianizing the story.



How the Grinch Stole Christmas
As we continue in our survey of Christmas films you will
notice  the  difference  between  films  such  as  Dickens’  A
Christmas Carol, which have a more humanitarian emphasis, and
films like It’s A Wonderful Life, with a stronger Christian
emphasis. The film we now turn to consider, Dr. Seuss’ How the
Grinch  Stole  Christmas,  conveys  more  of  the  humanitarian
message. This is the first of two animated classics to be
reviewed.

The  tale  is  set  in  Whoville  where  the  inhabitants  are
preparing  for  their  Yuletide  celebration.  The  Whovillians
enjoy a classic Christmas similar to that of most middle-class
suburbanites. There are plenty of presents for the children,
snacks and food of every conceivable kind, trees, fireplaces
and even “roast beast.”

The Grinch (Boris Karloff, voice), a villainous creature with
a twisted and defective spirit due to his tiny heart, lives in
the mountains of Whoville. He is devising a scheme to steal
Christmas from the townspeople below by taking the trees and
gifts and food. The Grinch’s rationale is that Christmas is
somehow dependent on these things. If he steals them it will
cause the Whos to wake up on Christmas morning and “find out
that there is no Christmas.”

The Grinch pulls off the heist and returns to his mountain
hideout with every tree, gift, and crumb of food from all the
Who  houses  only  to  discover  a  most  startling  surprise  on
Christmas morning. The Whos in Whoville awaken and begin to
sing songs in spite of having no presents or food. The Grinch
cannot understand how Christmas can come “without ribbons and
packages, boxes and bows.” He had expected the Whos to “all
cry boo-hoo.” Instead, he finds that Christmas does not come
from a store. At this discovery the Grinch’s heart grows three
sizes. He has seen the true meaning of Christmas.



There is an extremely important message in Dr. Seuss’ cartoon
classic. Christmas does not come from a store and we should
not participate in the commercial trappings of the season to
the detriment of the real reason we have cause to celebrate.
The season is about Christ, the Savior of the world, and it
should be used as an occasion to celebrate this fact with
fellow Christians and witness to those who are lost. We can
learn from the Whovillians that Christmas can come without all
of the whistles and bells that have become so much of the
emphasis in our contemporary celebrations.

The  message  that  we  should  be  careful  of  is  the  simple
humanitarian turn that is so frequently substituted for the
real message. The Grinch has a change of heart, much like the
change of heart experienced by Scrooge in A Christmas Carol,
and Mrs. Walker in Miracle on 34th Street. It should not be
inferred that this is a complaint against Dr. Seuss for not
rendering a Christian message; that was certainly not his
intent. It is, however, a reminder that the Christmas season
is not a success just because we use it as an occasion for
good will to our fellow men. It is true that the world needs
more  good  will  between  men,  from  the  nuclear  family  to
international affairs. But Christ said that “I came that they
might have life, and have it abundantly.” True abundant life
and good will which will last for eternity are found in a
personal relationship with Christ. Keep this in mind and have
a truly merry Christmas.

It’s A Wonderful Life
We are offering a list of suggestions for films which may be
enjoyed by the whole family as both a point of fellowship and
an opportunity for reflection during the Christmas season. The
film we’ll now consider is Frank Capra’s 1946 classic It’s A
Wonderful Life. This film has achieved a cult status as the
embodiment  of  why  we  should  be  thankful  as  well  as  a
reflection  on  the  dignity  and  value  of  every  individual



regardless of one’s perceived worth.

The film is the story about a young man named George Bailey
(James Stewart) who is saved from suicide by a guardian angel
named Clarence (Henry Travers). In the opening sequence the
people in Bedford Falls are giving thanks to God for what
George has meant to them. The scene of the action then changes
to the celestial heavens where Joseph, Clarence, and God are
discussing the need to intervene in George’s life.

George’s father, the owner and executive officer of Bailey
Building and Loan, suffers a stroke at the beginning of the
film and George, the eldest of two children, must assume his
father’s position. George foregoes his desires to travel and
go to college. Instead he remains in Bedford Falls and marries
a childhood acquaintance named Mary Hatch (Donna Reed). He and
Mary are poor but extremely happy during the early years of
their  marriage.  The  events  in  George’s  life  will  become
unbearable  when  the  Building  and  Loan  is  in  danger  of  a
scandal  and  foreclosure  through  no  fault  on  his  part.
Considering his life insurance policy, he concludes that he
would be better off dead than alive.

The dramatic action of the film shifts when Clarence, George’s
guardian  angel,  rescues  him  from  his  suicide  attempt.  In
response to George’s statement that everyone would be better
off if he were dead, Clarence offers George a guided tour of
what Bedford Falls would be like if he had never been born.
One of the first and most startling discoveries George makes
concerns Mr. Gower, a druggist whom he worked for when he was
a young boy. George had prevented Gower from making a deadly
mistake in filling a prescription that would have killed a
patient. However, on this occasion George was not there to
prevent  the  accident.  Without  George  Bailey,  Gower  spent
twenty years in prison and became an alcoholic.

The events continue to unfold as George learns that the men
saved by his brother Harry in World War II were killed because



George had not saved his brother from drowning when they were
young. George’s wife, Mary, has become an old maid and his
children Zu Zu, Tommy, and Janie were never born. The town is
no  longer  called  Bedford  Falls,  but  Pottersville,  after
George’s  arch  rival  and  evil  banker  Mr.  Potter  (Lionel
Barrymore). The entire town—from the druggist, to the girl
next  door,  from  the  saloon  owners  to  the  librarian  —is
different as a result of George’s having never been born.
There is an oppressive cloud over the town as it mourns the
loss of a citizen it never knew.

The idea that all men have a purpose can only be understood in
light of a world created by a God who designed that purpose
and gives all men a chance to fulfill their end. Frank Capra’s
classic It’s A Wonderful Life can serve as a reminder to all
this Christmas season that God puts each and every individual
here for a specific purpose. It truly is a wonderful life!

A Charlie Brown Christmas
We conclude our series on films and television specials of the
Christmas season with what many believe to be one of the most
overtly Christian programs in the genre, Charles Schultz’s A
Charlie  Brown  Christmas.  Thus  far  we  have  looked  at  A
Christmas Carol, Miracle on 34th Street, How the Grinch Stole
Christmas,  and  It’s  a  Wonderful  Life.  The  major  division
between these films and specials is that some have a merely
humanitarian theme, and others have a more or less classic
Christian interpretation of Christmas. We have mentioned that
there is nothing wrong with the humanitarian emphasis as far
as  it  goes,  but  Christians  should  understand  the  finer
distinctions between the two renderings of the meaning of
Christmas.

A Charlie Brown Christmas opens with Charlie Brown in his
usual state of mild depression, searching for the meaning of
something. This time it is the true meaning of Christmas. He
proclaims to Lucy that it just does not feel like Christmas



and that his problem is that he just doesn’t understand it.
Lucy charges Charlie Brown five cents and tells him nothing of
any value; her solution is a naturalistic approach with a
focus on monetary gain.

Charlie  Brown’s  little  sister,  Sally,  is  a  prototypical
adolescent. She proclaims that all she wants for Christmas is
everything that is coming to her; she wants her fair share.
She represents the voice of all who equate Christmas primarily
with a time of getting presents. It is sad when a child
believes this about Christmas; it is tragic when an adult
holds the same view. Lucy interrupts the exchange between
Charlie Brown and his sister Sally to announce that we all
know that Christmas is a big commercial racket. The truth here
is that we all know that Christmas has become a big commercial
racket; the tragedy is that we do so little about it.

The scene changes again when Charlie Brown is put in charge of
the Christmas play and must find an appropriate Christmas
tree.  In  true  Charlie  Brown  fashion  he  selects  a  pitiful
specimen that is losing all of its nettles and cannot support
itself. The tree becomes a symbol for Charlie Brown and the
limp and pathetic status of our contemporary celebration of
Christmas; something has gone terribly wrong. Lucy’s jaded
expectations  and  Sally’s  crass  materialism  have  only  led
Charlie Brown to a deeper state of depression. The answers
have failed to comfort him, thus the season looks bleak and
hopeless. This leads to his final cry for someone who knows
the true meaning of Christmas to come forward.

Linus,  the  blanket  introvert  virtuoso,  enters  and  assumes
center stage. As the existential hero of the story, the true
meaning of Christmas has not eluded him. He tells Charlie
Brown that he will now give an account of what Christmas
means. In a direct quotation from Luke 2:10-11, Linus tells
them of the annunciation by the angel concerning the birth of
the baby Jesus.



And the angel said unto them, Fear not: For, behold, I bring
you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.
For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior,
which is Christ the Lord. (KJV)

In this, the most overtly Christian of the Christmas specials
we have discussed, there is a clear and unmistakable account
of the true meaning of the Christmas season. Have a merry
Christmas and a happy New Year!
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Titanic: A Critical Appraisal

Titanic as Romance and History
James Cameron’s epic film Titanic, the most expensive film in
history, swept the 1998 Oscars and has been both praised and
scorned  by  critics.  The  Christian  community  has  been
especially tough on Cameron and what they properly sense to be
an overly romanticized and unnecessarily cheesy retelling of
the historic maiden voyage and untimely ending of the largest
moving man-made object of its day. Many people who wanted to
see a historic drama with special effects, realistic sets, and
period costumes were surprised to learn that they would also
have to endure a romantic love story, complete with frontal
nudity, which celebrated an adulterous affair between a young
third  class  steerage  passenger  and  a  wealthy  first  class
socialite who is engaged to be married.

Although many of my initial suspicions were justified when I
saw Titanic, I was also pleasantly surprised by how much I
enjoyed the story. I would like to offer some guidelines that
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might assist those who are struggling with an interpretation,
or who may be wondering if they too would enjoy this film.

First, I believe that one must realize that there are actually
two stories within the film. The main story is not that of the
Titanic itself but rather the romantic liaison between Jack
Dawson, played by Leonardo DiCaprio, and Rose De Witt Bukatar,
played by Kate Winslet. The second story, the one bearing the
film’s title, is the tale of one of the greatest disasters of
the  modern  industrial  age,  the  sinking  of  the  Titanic.
Unfortunately, it is the romantic story which most viewers
will remember, and the one that is most celebrated. I say
unfortunately because there are valuable historic and moral
lessons to be learned from the retelling of this tragedy if
one will take the time to sift through all of the romantic
drivel which threatens to suffocate it.

There is the danger of going to see Titanic and forgetting
that it is a story that has been retold for most of this
century  without  much  of  the  romanticism  that  Cameron  and
Hollywood include in their latest retelling. The real story of
the  Titanic  is  not  about  the  celebration  of  heroic
individualism and personal autonomy. It is about a single
machine which has become a symbol in the twentieth century for
man’s technological brilliance, resourceful imagination, and
inability to completely master his universe. The monuments and
personal testimonies include acts of cowardice and bravery,
accounts  of  class  conflict,  and  excessive  celebrations  of
wealth that would make most people blush.

Rushing to hasty judgment about James Cameron’s account of the
Titanic is neither wise nor expedient. I believe that too
often our tendency is to reject films, literature, and the
arts  in  general  because  there  are  a  few  things  we  find
objectionable. Francis Schaeffer always cautioned us against
hasty judgment when evaluating the arts.(1) Schaeffer believed
that the work of understanding a particular piece of art and
the  artist  should  always  precede  an  evaluation.  For  many



viewers, the romantic overshadowing of the historic event may
prove to be overwhelming and, ultimately, the film will have
to be rejected. Likewise, the careful viewer may find that the
historic story and its moral lessons are preserved, managing
to  shine  through  the  Hollywood  commercialism  and  romantic
sentimentality.

Titanic: Romance Hollywood Style
Having introduced the dual nature of Titanic, a fictionalized
romance and a factually inspired historic costume drama, I
will now examine each aspect separately. By inserting the
romantic plot into Titanic, Cameron presumes that a modern
audience will not be interested in a historic costume drama,
even one about the Titanic, without some form of entertainment
to  elevate  the  boredom  of  mere  history.  As  his  vehicle,
Cameron chooses the love story between Jack Dawson (Leonardo
DiCaprio), a young bachelor in third class and Rose De Witt
Bukatar (Kate Winslet), a young socialite who is engaged to be
married.

Jack wins his ticket on the Titanic in a last minute poker
game and jumps from the gang plank just as the fated ship is
pulling out of the harbor. He is the embodiment of the classic
male  adventurer.  Jack  has  no  ties  to  friends,  family,  or
country. His days are occupied with whatever adventure he
chooses and he answers to no man. By contrast, Rose is a
beautiful young woman who is accustomed to the finer things in
life, a member of the upper class and a lady in every sense of
the word. Her family has come to financial ruin, and the only
means of rescuing their fortune is for her to marry back into
wealth.  Rose,  distraught  with  her  arranged  marriage,  is
contemplating suicide by jumping overboard when Jack comes to
her rescue.

Jack is an amateur artist specializing in portraiture and the
human  figure.  Rose  is  impressed  with  Jack’s  talent  and
proposes  that  he  paint  her  in  the  nude.  Jack  naturally



complies with Rose’s request and we see Kate Winslet in the
film’s  only  nude  scenes.  Jack  and  Rose  fall  in  love,
consummate  their  love  out  of  wedlock,  and  Rose  begins  to
scheme for a way out of her marital commitment. When the ship
begins to sink, it is Jack who leads Rose through the maze of
hazards, assists her after the ship sinks, and is finally
responsible  for  her  survival.  Their  love  is  portrayed  as
triumphing over natural disasters and societal constraints.
They will not be denied by man or God.

We should not vicariously live sinful adventures through the
lives of others, whether in film or literature.(2) When we
applaud the sinful behavior of others, we participate in their
sin and are thus guilty. Likewise, to remain silent is a
sin.(3) Too often a film like Titanic inspires young people,
Christian and non-Christian alike, to applaud sinful behavior.
Young people frequently see romantic adventure and thrilling
lifestyles in characters like Jack and Rose. What they often
fail to realize is the sinful nature of the romance in the
film and the direct contradiction of biblical principles. If
young people are going to continue to watch films with mixed
messages  like  those  of  Titanic,  it  is  imperative  that  we
discuss  the  philosophical  and  doctrinal  content  in  an
intelligent  and  reflective  manner.

Men and women are born with a fallen nature and we should
expect to see this nature in fictional literature and film.
What we should not do is celebrate this fallen nature and
revel in wickedness. And too many people, especially young
people, applaud Titanic on the basis of the romantic triumphs
of Jack and Rose.

Humanistic  Confidence  and  Technological
Arrogance in Titanic
Having discussed the romantic aspect of Titanic, discussion of
the historic nature of the film is at hand. In order to



accomplish  this  more  fully,  one  must  begin  with  an
understanding of the thinking prevalent when the Titanic was
built and the place that its demise has held throughout the
twentieth century.

Understanding the historical milieu of the beginning of this
century is a prerequisite for grasping what the Titanic meant
to those who lived at that time. Following the rebirth of
classical  studies  in  the  Renaissance,  the  seventeenth  and
eighteenth  centuries  were  characterized  by  a  vigorous
application of the scientific method to almost all aspects of
life. The Enlightenment period was a time marked by some of
the greatest discoveries of mankind, discoveries which have so
impacted our lives that we cannot imagine our modern society
without them.

The  first  and  second  Industrial  Revolutions  followed  the
Enlightenment period, and the modern world as we know it came
into  being.  The  confidence  from  the  Enlightenment  period,
coupled with the obvious engineering and technical successes
in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, fostered a
confidence in man’s ability to master his universe that was
unrivaled in any preceding period.

The Titanic, built during the early and formative years of
this century, was truly a modern project in that it was built
out of the confidence acquired by the western world during the
previous  two  centuries  of  progress.  Designed  by  Thomas
Andrews, and built by The White Star Line in England, the
Titanic was completed in 1912 and weighed over 45,000 tons. It
was  the  largest  moving  man-made  object  of  its  day,  and
eyewitness accounts of it were often marked by a daunting
reverence for her sheer size and presence.

The Titanic was the pride of the White Star Line and became,
for many, a symbol for man’s ability to accomplish anything he
endeavored. The designers, captain, and engineers claimed that
she was the fastest and safest luxury liner on the ocean. We



even hear the infamous boast that “God couldn’t sink her.”
Rather than objecting to this type of statement, or assuming a
posture of righteous indignation, Christians should understand
that lines such as these accurately reflect the true spirit of
the time. The Titanic may be understood as an overwhelming
example of sinful pride on the part of many individuals in
that era. She was able to inspire in many, from designers and
builders to the hundreds of thousands of men and women who
participated in her glory, a false estimation of man’s control
of the universe.

In 1985, 73 years after the Titanic sank, Eva Hart, the last
living survivor who was old enough at the time to remember the
actual  events  surrounding  the  fateful  night,  had  many
interesting things to say about the disaster. She said that
the entire catastrophe could simply be attributed to man’s
arrogance and desire to demonstrate mastery over his universe.
We now know that the Titanic was traveling too fast to react
quickly  to  the  report  of  icebergs  ahead.  Coupled  with  an
arrogant over-confidence, this caused a disaster that need
never have happened. James Cameron’s Titanic provides a new
opportunity to reconsider some of the lessons that many hold
to be fundamental aspects of this tragic event.

Class Conflict, Religion and Heroism in
Titanic
I have discussed the technological arrogance which is usually
cited in reference to the Titanic disaster and has been part
of the story for most of this century. I now want to examine
some additional aspects of the film which are valuable as
moral lessons and interesting from historical perspectives.

First, and something that has caught many by surprise, is the
glaring presence of class conflict in the movie. Men and women
from every class of society and many ethnic origins were on
the maiden voyage of the Titanic. The early part of this



century was characterized by an extreme class consciousness.
People  were  extremely  conscious  about  their  social  and
financial status, and upward mobility was very rare. In the
film, as in real life at the time, the poor and the rich have
little association with one another. On the occasions when
their lives intersect, it is the rich who have all of the
benefits  and  the  poor  who  endure  most  of  the  pain  and
suffering. In Titanic we have an opportunity to see this class
division from a unique perspective. We can find rich and poor
characters with whom we genuinely sympathize, as well as those
whom  we  despise.  For  the  most  part  though,  James  Cameron
portrays the rich as oppressive, rude, and arrogant. This may
or may not be a true perspective of that time, but it does
capture  the  distinction.  In  the  film  we  are  given  the
opportunity to attend one party for first class passengers and
a separate celebration for third class passengers. The third
class folks look like they are having every bit as much fun as
the first class passengers, and possibly more.

The heroic aspect of the Titanic legend remains intact in
Cameron’s film. All of the historical facts are not perfect
and there have been outcries from some about the portrayal of
specific  individuals  in  the  film  in  a  manner  that  is
unflattering and factually false. However, the film is true to
the  account  that  many  people  went  down  honorably  and
courageously with the ship. Many of the crew remained at their
stations throughout the sinking. We witness Captain Edward
John Smith’s (Bernard Hill) disbelief at the sinking of the
great ship, as well as his willingness to go down with her.
The musicians who played while the ship was sinking in order
to provide a calming background are portrayed as noble and of
unflinching courage. There are scenes in which men of all
classes step aside so that women and children from all classes
can get to the life boats. There was not perfect equality,
calm, or heroism. However, there were enough heroic and noble
acts  performed  that  night  to  merit  respect  for  those
individuals.



I  also  found  the  treatment  of  Christians  to  be  fair  and
realistic in the brief scene dealing with the religious life
of the passengers. Groups are seen in prayer as the ship
sinks. Eva Hart also testified that the last song the band
played as the Titanic went down was Nearer My God To Thee.(4)

The Problem of Pain and the Sovereignty
of God
To conclude this appraisal of Titanic, I will discuss the
theological questions that are raised and offer some insights
for discussion. Regardless of one’s position on the film, the
factual  account  of  1500  persons  losing  their  lives  in  a
disaster  that  did  not  have  to  happen  raises  some  serious
issues. Many Christians believe that God is in control and
that, had He wished to do so, He could have intervened in the
Titanic disaster. In this instance God did not intervene, and
many innocent people perished, including women, children, and
infants.

C. S. Lewis summarizes the problem of pain and suffering in
this  way.  “If  God  were  good,  He  would  wish  to  make  His
creatures perfectly happy, and if God were almighty He would
be able to do what He wished. But the creatures are not happy.
Therefore God lacks either goodness, or power, or both.”(5)

The  first  part  of  this  problem,  which  pertains  to  God’s
goodness, presupposes that the sinking of the Titanic was not
good, and that God allowed an evil thing to take place. One
response might be that He allowed this to take place to avoid
a larger disaster, such as a collision involving two ocean
liners. Or perhaps there was a plague or virus on the ship
which would have stricken a large portion of the American
population, and God prevented the Titanic from reaching its
destination in order to save millions. While this is pure
speculation, it does illustrate that we, being finite, do not
have the same perspective as God in determining what is good



or evil.

The second part of this problem questions God’s ability to
intervene in human affairs. Here the argument would be that
God saw the Titanic in danger, but was powerless to stop the
disaster. Any Christian who believes the Scriptures knows that
God has miraculously intervened in human affairs in the past,
and could do so again at any time. The fact that He apparently
did not act may be accounted for by supposing that God saw a
greater good in allowing the Titanic to sink. Furthermore, He
may have been instrumental in her sinking just as He was
instrumental  in  stopping  the  Tower  of  Babel  from  being
built.(6) Again, the point here is not to argue this position
specifically, but to show that we do not completely understand
how God works in every situation. In Isaiah 55:8-9 the prophet
declares  that  God’s  thoughts  and  ways  are  not  man’s.  His
understanding  is  higher  than  ours.  We  should  expect  His
actions to be higher also.

The presence of natural, moral, and gratuitous evil in the
world is one of the greatest challenges to the consistency of
Christian truth claims. Titanic is a wonderful opportunity for
believers and non-believers to engage one another. When we
remember that over 1500 people perished in the 1912 Titanic
disaster and thousands of friends and family members were also
dramatically  affected,  the  problem  of  pain  and  suffering
should not be neglected. Very few, if any, of the passengers
on board the Titanic that night thought it would be their last
night on earth. Yet for many, it was just that. Though we can
use film as an easy escape and a vehicle for vicarious living,
we should both realize and maximize the potential for dialogue
and the opportunity for contact with our culture afforded
through a film like Titanic.
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Film and the Christian
How should a Christian view films? Todd Kappelman, a longtime
film  critic,  calls  us  to  exercise  discernment  in
distinguishing  between  art  and  mere  entertainment,  without
damaging our spiritual vitality.

The Convergence of High and Low Culture
An examination of the history of our century will reveal the
importance of viewing and studying film for any individuals
who wish to understand themselves and their time and place.
Film is essential because the distinction so many make between
so called “high” and “low” culture has in fact disappeared (if
it ever existed in the first place).

Approximately one hundred years ago the dawn of electronic
technology, beginning with the invention of the radio, gave
birth  to  mass  media  and  communications.  The  increase  in
leisure time and wealth fostered the birth and development of
an  entertainment  industry.  The  decline  in  the  quality  of
education and the explosion in the popularity of television
sealed the union between what was traditionally considered
“high” art and popular culture. Western society is now defined
more strictly by the image, the sound, and the moving picture
than by the written word, which defined previous centuries.
Seldom does anyone ask, “What have you read lately?” One is
much more likely to hear the question, “What have you seen
lately.”  We  have  become,  for  better  or  worse,  a  visually
oriented society. Because literature is no longer the dominant
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form of expression, scriptwriters, directors, and actors do
more to shape the culture which we live in than do the giants
of literature or philosophy. We may be at the point in the
development of Western culture that the Great Books series
needs to be supplemented by a Great Films series.

The  church  as  a  body  has  a  long  standing  and  somewhat
understandable  tradition  of  suspicion  concerning  narrative
fiction, the concepts of which apply here to our discussion of
film. A brief examination of positions held by some Christians
from the past regarding written fictional narratives may help
us to understand the concern some have with involvement in
fictional narratives as recorded on film.

Alcuin, an influential Christian leader of the ninth century
was extremely concerned about the worldliness he saw in the
church. One of the things that troubled him the most was the
monks’ fondness for fictional literature and stories about
heroes such as Beowulf and Ingeld. Writing to Higbald, Alcuin
said: “Let the words of God be read aloud at the table in your
refractory. The reader should be heard there, not the flute
player;  the  Fathers  of  the  Church,  not  the  songs  of  the
heathen. . . . What has Ingeld to do with Christ?”{1}

Tertullian,  the  father  of  Latin  theology,  writing  six
centuries earlier voiced a similar concern about Christians
involved in secular matters when he said: “What has Athens to
do with Jerusalem?”{2} Specifically, Tertullian believed that
the  study  of  pagan  philosophers  was  detrimental  to  the
Christian faith and should be avoided at all costs.

Paul, the apostle, writing to the Church at Corinth, said:
“What partnership does righteousness have with iniquity? Or
what  fellowship  has  light  with  darkness?  What  accord  has
Christ with Belial?”{3}

Conclusion: The objections raised against the arts, both past
and present, do have merit and should not be dismissed too



quickly. Christians have a right and a responsibility to make
sure that entertainment and art are not used in a manner that
is  damaging  to  their  spiritual  welfare.  It  is  often  a
difficult call. For example, many Christians objected to the
work of Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman in the fifties and
sixties, yet men such as Francis Schaeffer thought that it was
necessary to pay attention to what these individuals were
saying and why.

The Nature of Film and the Opportunity
for Christians
Properly understood film is a narrative medium, a kind of
“visual  book”  with  a  beginning,  middle,  and  ending  that
contains some degree of resolution. All film is not created
equal;  some  movies  are  made  with  the  express  purpose  of
providing diversionary entertainment, while others represent
the sincere efforts of artists to make works of art that
reflect human emotions and call people to a more reflective
existence. This second category of film should be considered
an art form and is therefore worthy of the same attention that
any  other  art  such  as  the  ballet,  sculpture,  or  painting
receives.

Art is the embodiment of man’s response to reality and his
attempt to order his experience of that reality.{4} Man has
always and will continue to express his hope and excitement,
as well as his fears and reservations about life, death, and
what it means to be human through the arts. He will seek to
express his world through all available means, and presently
that includes film. Schindler’s List, a recent film by Steven
Spielberg,  is  an  excellent  example  of  film’s  ability  to
express man’s hopes and fears.

As a picture of reality, film is able to convey an enormous
range  of  human  experiences  and  emotions.  The  people  one
encounters in films are frequently like us whether they are



Christian or not. Often the people we see in the better films
are struggling with some of the most important questions in
life.  They  are  attempting  to  find  meaning  in  what  often
appears to be a meaningless universe. These people are often a
vehicle used by a director, producer, or writer to prompt us
to ask the larger questions of ourselves.

Film is not and should not be required to be “uplifting” or
“inspiring.”  Christians  should  remember  that  non-Christians
also have struggles and wrestle with the meaning of life and
their place and purpose in the universe. Christians and non-
Christians will not and should not be expected to come to the
same conclusions to the problems they face in the fictional
universe of film. The Scriptures indicate that Christians and
non-Christians are different, and this should be a point of
celebration, not alarm, for the Christian audience.

T. S. Eliot, speaking about literature, but with much that can
be applied to film, had this advice for the Christian:

Literary  criticism  should  be  completed  from  a  definite
ethical and theological standpoint…. It is necessary for
Christian  readers  [and  film  goers  by  extension],  to
scrutinize  their  reading,  [again  film  by  extension],
especially of works of imagination, with explicit ethical
and theological standards.{5}

Therefore, Christians should take their worldview with them
when they attend and comment on any film. They should be
cautious about pronouncing a film that does not conform with
Christian beliefs or their particular notion of orthodoxy as
unfit for consumption or undeserving of a right to exist as
art.

Conclusion: The need for participation in film arises from not
only the diversity of material with which the medium deals,
but  also  from  the  plurality  of  possible  interpretations
concerning a given film. Christians have an opportunity to



influence their culture by entering the arena of dialogue
provided  by  film  and  contending  for  their  positions  and
voicing their objections with sophistication, generosity, and
a willingness to hear from those of opposing beliefs.

Some  Concerns  about  Christian
Participation in Cinema{6}
Christians are often concerned about the content of certain
films and the appropriateness of viewing particular pieces.
This is a valid concern that should not be dismissed too
quickly and certainly deserves a response from those who do
view objectionable material. The two primary areas of concern
leveled by the many detractors of contemporary culture as it
pertains to film are found in the categories of gratuitous sex
and violence. It is crucial that Christians understand the
exact nature of sex and violence, gratuitous and otherwise,
and how it may be employed in art. Taking only violence as the
representative  issue  of  these  two  concerns,  we  must  ask
ourselves what, if any, redeeming value does it have, and can
it be used and viewed under some circumstances?

We might turn to the use of gratuitous violence in literature
in order to better understand the role of violence in film. If
the  former  is  understood  and  embraced  (albeit  with
reservation), the latter may also be understood and embraced
(again with caution) as a means of expression employed by a
new image-driven culture.

The image of gratuitous violence in modernity has one of its
first and most important articulations in The Rime of the
Ancient Mariner, by Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Recall that in
the poem the sailor shoots an albatross for absolutely no
reason and is condemned by his fellow sailors, who believed
the bird was a good omen, to wear the dead body around his
neck. The ship is ravaged by plague, and only the cursed
mariner survives. After many days of soul searching on the



ghost ship, the mariner pronounces a blessing upon all of
creation and atones for his wrongs. A sister ship saves the
man,  and  he  begins  to  evangelistically  tell  his  story  to
anyone who will listen.

Every time this poem is read in a class or other group there
is  invariably  some  person  who  is  fixated  on  the  act  of
violence and emphasizes it to the point of losing the meaning
of the entire poem. The story is about a mariner who realizes
the errors of his ways, repents, and comes to a restored
relationship with creation and other men. For Coleridge, the
act of violence thus becomes the vehicle for the turning of
the  character’s  soul  from  an  infernal  orientation  to  the
paradisal. Other authors have used similar methods. Dante, for
example,  repeats  a  similar  pattern  when  he  explored  the
spiritual realms in his poetic chronicle The Divine Comedy.
First, he takes his readers through the harshness, pain, and
misery of the Inferno before moving into Purgatory and finally
into the bliss and joy of Paradise. Dostoyevsky composed four
novels that begin with the heinous crime of Raskolnikov and
develop to the salvation of the Karamazov brothers.

Conclusion:  The  writers  mentioned  here  and  many  serious,
contemporary film makers often explore the darkness of the
human  condition.  They  don’t  do  it  simply  to  posture  or
exploit, but to see deeply and lay bare the problems and
tensions. But, they also do it to look for answers, even the
light  of  salvation/Salvation.  The  picture  is  not  always
pretty, and the very ugliness of the scene is often necessary
to accurately portray the degree of depravity and the miracle
of  salvific  turns  in  fiction.  By  virtue  of  their  full
acquaintance with the dark side of the human condition, when
they propose solutions, these solutions appear to be viable
and realistic.



Biblical Examples of Gratuitous Violence
The prohibition against and objections to the use of violence
in film may be understood better through an examination of the
use of violence in the Bible.

One example found in Scriptures is in the thirteenth chapter
of the book of Isaiah. In verses fifteen and sixteen the
prophet is forecasting the particulars of the future Assyrian
military invasion and the conditions the people of Israel and
the surrounding countries will experience. He writes:

Whoever is captured will be thrust through; all who are
caught will fall by the sword. Their infants will be dashed
to pieces before their eyes; their houses will be looted and
their wives ravished (Isaiah 13:15-16).

The  prophet  is  talking  about  the  impaling  of  men  by  the
conquering armies, the willful smashing of infants upon the
rocks, and the raping of women. In an oral and textual based
society, those who heard the words of Isaiah would have been
able to imagine the horrors he described and would have made
mental images of the scenes.

In an image-driven society if this scene were to be part of a
movie,  a  scriptwriter  and  director  would  have  actors  and
actresses play the parts, and the violence would be obvious to
all.  Recall  the  scene  in  The  Ten  Commandments  where  the
Egyptian armies attempted to follow Moses across the Red Sea.
One sees horses and soldiers trapped under tons of water.
Their bodies go limp before they can get to the surface. And
those who can make it to the top face certain death trying to
swim back to shore. In spite of these, and other horrific
scenes, this movie is often held to be a “Christian classic”
and deemed to be a good family film by many.

A  second  and  even  more  disturbing  example  of  gratuitous
violence in the Bible is found in the twentieth chapter of



Judges. Here a Levite and his concubine enter the house of an
old man from the hill country of Ephraim to spend the night.
While they are there, some wicked men in the city want to have
homosexual relations with the Levite traveler and demand that
the old man hand them over. The evil men take the man’s
concubine, rape and kill her, leaving her dead body in the
doorway.  The  traveler  is  so  distraught  that  he  cuts  his
concubine into twelve pieces and sends the body parts back to
his fellow Israelites. The Israelites then form a revenge
party and go into battle with the Benjamites who will not turn
over the evil men for punishment.

Again, if this story were to be translated into a visual
medium the scenes of rape and later dismemberment of a body,
even if they were filmed in standards from the forties or
fifties, would be very disturbing.

Conclusion: The purpose of the violence in these examples may
be that the details in each passage provide information which
serves as a reason for a latter action. Or, the information
provided shows us something about the nature of God and the
way  He  deals  with  sin.  If  both  these  examples  show  a
difficult, but necessary use of violence in telling a story,
then perhaps violence may be used (portrayed) for redemptive
purposes in fictional mediums such as film. This is not an
airtight argument, rather the issue is raised as a matter for
consideration while keeping in mind that Christians should
always avoid living a vicariously sinful life through any
artistic medium.

Weaker Brother Considerations in Viewing
Film
Paul’s great teaching concerning meat sacrificed to idols and
the relationship of the stronger and weaker brothers to one
another is laid out in 1 Corinthians 8. We should remember
that Paul clearly puts the burden of responsibility on the



stronger  brother.  It  is  this  person  who  should  have  the
interest of the weaker brother in mind.

Persons who exercise rampant Christian freedom when watching
films  that  are  objectionable  to  some  others  does  not
necessarily mean that they are strong Christians. It could
indicate  that  these  people  are  too  weak  to  control  their
passions and are hiding behind the argument that they are a
stronger  brother.  Do  not  urge  others  to  participate  in
something that you, as a Christian, feel comfortable doing if
they have reservations. You may inadvertently cause the other
person to sin.

There  are  basically  three  positions  related  to  Christians
viewing film.

The first of these three is prohibition. This is the belief
that  films,  and  often  television  and  other  forms  of
entertainment,  are  inherently  evil  and  detrimental  to  the
Christian’s spiritual well being. Persons who maintain this
position avoid all film, regardless of the rating or reputed
benefits, and urge others to do the same.

Abstinence is the second position. This is the belief that it
is permissible for Christians to view films, but for personal
reasons this person does not choose to do so. This may be for
reasons ranging from a concern for the use of time or no real
desire to watch film, to avoidance because it may cause them
or someone they are concerned about to stumble. Willingly
abstaining from some or all films does not automatically make
one a weaker brother, and this charge should be avoided! One
should avoid labeling a fellow Christian “weaker” for choosing
to abstain from participation in some behavior due to matters
of conscience.

Moderation is the final position. This is the belief that it
is permissible to watch films and that one may do so within a
certain framework of moderation. This person willingly views



some  films  but  considers  others  to  be  inappropriate  for
Christians. There is a great deal of disagreement here about
what a Christian can or cannot and should or should not watch.
Although some of these disagreements are matters of principle
and  not  of  taste,  Christian  charity  should  be  practiced
whenever one is uncertain.

Conclusion:  There  is  a  valid  history  of  concern  about
Christian  involvement  in  the  arts  and  fictional  and
imaginative literature. This issue extends to the medium of
film and manifests similar concerns about film and Christians
who view film. However, because film is one of the dominant
mediums of cultural expression, film criticism is necessary.
If Christians do not make their voices heard then others,
often non-Christians, will dominate the discussion. All films
contain  the  philosophical  persuasions  of  the  persons  who
contribute to their development, and it is the job of the
Christian who participates in these arts to make insightful,
fair, and well-informed evaluations of the work. Not everyone
feels  comfortable  in  viewing  some  (or  any)  films  and  the
Christian  should  be  especially  mindful  of  the  beliefs  of
others and always have the interest of fellow believers as
well as non-believers in mind. While “film,” the artistic
expression of the cinematic medium has been the focus and not
“movies,” the entertainment based expression, much of what has
been said of the former is applicable to the later.

Appendix

Christians should be aware that the freedoms exercised in
participation in the film arts are privileges and should not
be practiced to the point of vicarious living through escape
into fictitious worlds. In 1 Corinthians 10: 23-31 (and 6:12)
the Apostle Paul writes that “everything is permissible, but
not everything is constructive.”

He is addressing the issue of meat sacrificed to idols in
chapter 10 and sexual purity in chapter 6. This may serve as a



guide for Christians who are concerned about their involvement
in film and a caution against construing what is written here
as a license to watch anything and everything. The Apostle is
very careful to distinguish between that which is permissible
and that which is constructive, or expedient. What Paul means
is that, in Christ, believers have freedoms which extend to
all areas of life, but these freedoms have the potential to be
exercised carelessly or without regard for others, and thus
become sin. The guiding rule here is that Christians should
seek the good of others and not their own desires. This would
mean  that  anyone  who  is  participating  in  film  that  is
objectionable  should  have  the  interests  of  others,  both
believers and non-believers, in mind. We live in a fallen
world and almost everything we touch we affect with our fallen
nature, the arts notwithstanding. If we are to be active in
redeeming the culture for the glory of God, then by necessity
we must participate in the culture and be salt and light to a
very dark and unsavory world. It is imperative that Christians
who  are  active  in  their  culture  and  interested  in
participating in the ever growing “culture wars,” remember
Paul’s  admonition  in  Philippians  that  we  “work  out  our
salvation daily with fear and trembling.” Anything less would
be flirting with spiritual disaster and would not bring glory
to God.

Parents concerned for the spiritual and psychological welfare
of their children would do well to offer more than a list of
prohibitions  against  what  films  can  be  viewed.  As  with
anything that involves issues of Christian freedom, maturity
in individual matters must be taken into account. The example
of a young child’s first BB gun may serve as an illustration.
In some instances a child may be ready for the first air rifle
at age twelve or thirteen. Other children may not be ready
until they are eighteen, and some may best served if they
never possess the gun in question. Parents should realize that
film  is  a  narrative  medium  which  often  contains  complex
philosophical  ideas.  To  continue  to  absorb  films  at  the



current rate and not offer thoughtful criticism on what we are
watching is equivalent to visiting museums and announcing that
the Picasso or Rembrandt retrospective is “cool” or “stupid.”
If we are concerned parents, and wish to gain the respect of
our children, we can and must do better than this.
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Is It Just Entertainment?
The Christian enters the world of entertainment equipped with
the knowledge of the clear biblical statements of God’s will.
He then applies that knowledge to the decisions he makes in
regard to entertainment.

Picture a grocery store in your mind. There are many aisles
filled with a variety of products. Fresh fruit, vegetables,
canned  foods,  bread,  cereal,  meat,  dairy  products,  frozen
foods, soap, and numerous other items can be found. When we
shop in such a store we need to be aware of certain things.
These may include the price, size, weight, variety, brand,
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quality, and freshness. After analyzing all of this, we are
left with the most important part of the shopping trip–the
decision! We must decide which of the products we will buy.

Our world is a lot like a grocery store. There are a variety
of ideas (worldviews) to be considered. Those ideas can be
seen and heard through television, music, movies, magazines,
books, billboards, and bumper stickers, and other sources. In
a sense, we are shopping in the grocery store of ideas. As
Christians, we need to be aware of the products. We need to
consider what is being sold. Then we need to decide if we
should make a purchase.

Most  of  us  want  to  be  physically  healthy.  Unfortunately,
sometimes we don’t eat as if that were true. The same is true
of our minds. We want to be mentally healthy. But too often we
don’t “eat” as if that were true! Our minds are often filled
with things that are unhealthy. This can be especially true of
the entertainment we choose.

How can we become more aware of the products and make the
right  purchases  when  we  “go  shopping”  in  the  world  of
entertainment? It is our intent to help answer this question.

A Christian is usually encouraged to think of God’s Word, the
Bible, as the guide for life. Of course the challenge of such
a position is found in practice, not theory. Living by the
tenets of Scripture is not always an easy thing. And we can be
tempted to think that God’s ideas are restrictive, negative,
and life- rejecting. The “don’ts” of biblical teachings can
appear  to  overshadow  a  more  positive,  life-affirming
perspective.

Does God Intend for Us to Enjoy Life?
Think of a series of three questions. First, if you make the
Bible your standard for living, do you think that means life
will be dull? Some Christians tend to live as if the answer is



“yes.” This certainly applies to entertainment. It appears
that we are to be so separate from the world that we can’t
enjoy any part of it. Second, if you wrote a song, a poem, a
novel, or if you painted a picture, sculpted a statue, etc.,
do you think you would know best how it should be sung, read,
or understood? Of course the answer is “yes.” It came from
your mind and imagination. You “brought it to life.” Third, if
God created all things and knows everything about you, do you
believe He knows how to bring true joy into your life? Again,
the answer is obviously “yes.” You came from His mind and
imagination. He “brought you to life.” He knows best how you
should  be  sung,  read,  and  understood.  And  He  relays  that
information through His word, the Bible. He wants you to enjoy
life, but with His guidelines in mind.

What is God’s Will for Entertainment?
Just what are those guidelines? What is God’s will for us
concerning entertainment?

Before  this  question  is  answered,  it  is  important  to
understand that the Bible clearly teaches God’s will for much
of life. Too often we tend to think of pursuing God’s will for
reasons that include such things as a particular occupation or
marriage partner, and other such important decisions that are
not stated clearly in Scripture. But the Bible frequently
teaches the will of God for daily living in obvious ways. The
following passages demonstrate this:

A wise man is cautious and turns away from evil, but a
fool is arrogant and careless (Prov. 14:16).
Flee immorality (1 Cor. 6:18a).
Finally,  brethren,  whatever  is  true,  whatever  is
honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever
is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any
excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your
mind dwell on these things (Phil. 4:8).



Obviously various types of contemporary entertainment are not
mentioned in these verses. The Bible “does not endeavor to
specify  rules  for  the  whole  of  life.”(1)  Thus  we  are
challenged to make decisions about entertainment based upon
the application of biblical principles. The Christian must
know the “principles for conduct: which apply here, which do
not, and why. Then he must decide and act. Thus, by this
terrifying  and  responsible  process,  he  matures  ethically.
There is no other way.”(2) In fact, this process signifies our
continual spiritual growth, or sanctification. As Hebrews 5:14
states: “Solid food is for the mature, who because of practice
have their senses trained to discern good and evil.” Most of
us probably don’t think of “training our senses,” but such a
concept surely should be a part of our thinking continually.
And the application of such training to entertainment should
be clear.

Years ago I had an opportunity to demonstrate the use of
“trained senses” when I attended a heavy metal rock concert at
the invitation of a sixteen-year-old friend. He was a new
Christian then, and we were spending a lot of time together.
He had entered his new life after years of attachment to a
certain popular rock musician who was the main act of the
concert.

During the evening the musicians heavily emphasized the themes
of sex, drugs, and violence, and the crowd of adolescents and
pre- adolescents was encouraged to respond, and did. After
awhile I asked my friend how Jesus would respond to what we
heard and saw. His response indicated that for the first time
he had begun to think about this form of entertainment–which
had been very important to him–with Christian principles in
mind.

Perhaps  the  most  succinct  statement  of  Christian  ethical
principles is found in 1 Corinthians 10:31: “Whether, then,
you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of
God.” Can you think of anything more than “whatever” or “all”?



These all-encompassing words are to be applied to all of life,
including our entertainment choices. My young friend made this
discovery that night.

What Types of Entertainment are Evil?
What types of entertainment are evil? A simple answer to this
is, “None!” For example, the rhythm of rock music is not evil;
television is not evil; movies are not evil; video games are
not evil; novels are not evil, etc.

Of course it is possible for some to claim, for instance, that
pre-marital sex is legitimate entertainment. But the clear
admonition  of  Scripture  forbids  such  activity.  And  the
underlying point is that sex is not intrinsically evil. The
one who is engaged in such activity is taking what is good and
misusing it for evil. So evil does not reside in sex, rock
music, television, etc. Types of entertainment are conduits
for  good  or  evil.  People  are  evil.  People  who  provide
entertainment and people who use it can abuse it. A basic
premise of theology is that man has a sin nature. We are prone
to abuse all things. As Genesis 8:21 states, The intent of
man’s heart is evil from his youth.

What About Content?
So the Christian is free to make entertainment a part of his
life with an understanding that evil resides in people, not
forms. But caution and discernment must be applied. We must be
alert to the importance of our minds and what they can absorb
through entertainment.

Perhaps we need to stop doing some of the things we normally
do while listening to music, watching television, etc., so we
can concentrate on the ideas that are entering our minds. We
might be amazed at the ideas we’ll notice if we take the time
to concentrate. For example, an old TV commercial says, “Turn
it loose! Don’t hold back”! We may want to ask what “it”



refers to, and we may want to know what is to be “held back.”
Such a commercial is a thinly-veiled espousal of hedonism, an
ancient philosophy that says pleasure is the ultimate good.
Ideas are powerful, and they have consequences, even when they
come from something as seemingly innocuous as a TV commercial.

Consider the following illustration. Think of your mind as a
sponge. A sponge absorbs moisture not unlike the way your mind
absorbs ideas. (The difference is you are making choices and
the sponge is not.) In order to remove the moisture, you must
squeeze the sponge. If someone were to do the same with your
“sponge brain,” what would come out? Would you be embarrassed
if the Lord were to be present? Biblical teaching says He is
always present. If we honor Him, we’ll enjoy life in the
process.

If  we  are  using  our  minds  and  thinking  Christianly  about
entertainment we will be more alert concerning content. All
entertainment  is  making  a  statement.  A  worldview,  or
philosophy of life, is being espoused through what we read,
hear,  or  watch.  Movies,  for  example,  can  range  from  the
introspective  existential  comedies  of  Woody  Allen  to  the
euphoric pantheistic conjectures of Shirley MacLaine. We are
challenged  to  respond  to  such  content  with  our  Christian
worldview intact.

Are We in a Battle?
We must take care of our minds. A battle is taking place in
the marketplace of ideas. Entertainment can be seen as one of
the battlefields where ideas are vying for recognition and
influence. As 2 Corinthians 10:5 states, “We are destroying
speculations  and  every  lofty  thing  raised  up  against  the
knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought captive to
the obedience of Christ.” And Colossians 2:8 warns us: “See to
it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty
deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the
elementary principles of the world, rather than according to



Christ.”

What About the Conscience?
The place of the conscience should also be considered. We must
be aware of the possibility of defiling our conscience (1 Cor.
8:7). As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 6:12, “All things are
lawful  for  me,  but  not  all  things  are  profitable.”  The
believer who cannot visit the world without making it his home
has no right to visit it at his weak points.(3) It is the
responsibility of each of us to be sensitive to what the
conscience is telling us when we encounter those weak points
and respond in a way that honors God.

Thus I suggest three steps in cultivating sensitivity to our
consciences. First, we should consider what our conscience is
relating prior to the entertainment. Is there something about
what we’ve heard or seen that brings discomfort? If so, it may
be  a  signal  to  stay  away  from  it.  Second,  consider  the
conscience during the entertainment. If we’re already watching
and listening, are we mentally and spiritually comfortable? If
not, we may need to get away from it. Unfortunately, too often
the tendency is to linger too long and in the process we find
that what may have disturbed us previously is now taken for
granted.  Third,  consider  the  conscience  after  the
entertainment. Now that it’s over, what are we thinking and
feeling? We should be alert to what the Lord is showing us
about what we have just made a part of our lives.

What Do Others Say?
In addition to an awareness of the conscience, we may benefit
from what others have to say. Perhaps the advertising will
provide information that will prove to be of help before we
decide to participate. Frequently ads will tell us things
about the content and the intent of the producers. Also, we
may find it beneficial to be alert to what friends may say.
The  things  we  hear  from  them  may  indicate  warning  signs,



especially if they are Christian friends who are attempting to
apply biblical principles to their lives. In addition, some
objective critics can offer insightful comments. There are
ministries  around  the  country,  for  example,  dedicated  to
analyzing the latest movies. And there are others that attempt
to cover a broader spectrum of entertainment from a Christian
perspective.  You  may  benefit  from  subscribing  to  their
publications.

Of  course  this  encouragement  to  consider  what  others  say
cannot  exempt  us  from  personal  responsibility.  To  rely
completely on others is an unhealthy practice that can lead to
mental and spiritual stagnation. Each of us must be mentally
and spiritually alert to the content of entertainment.

Isn’t It “Just Entertainment”?
Maybe you’ve heard someone say, “It’s just entertainment”! Is
this true?

The principles we have affirmed can lead to several common
objections. Our answers to these objections can help us gain
additional  insight  into  how  we  think  about  contemporary
entertainment.

First, some may say that what has been shown in a movie or
some other entertainment is “just reality.” But is reality a
legitimate guideline for living? Do we derive an “ought” from
an “is”? Saying that reality has been portrayed says nothing
about  the  way  things  ought  to  be  from  God’s  perspective.
Reality needs analysis and it often needs correction.

Second, a common statement is, “I’m just killing time.” The
person who says this may be doing exactly that, but what else
is being killed in the process? The Christian redeems time; he
doesn’t kill it. As Ephesians 5:15-16 states, “Be careful how
you walk, not as unwise men, but as wise, making the most of
your time, because the days are evil.”



Third, “It won’t affect me” is a common objection. Tragically,
these can be the proverbial “famous last words” for some. Ted
Bundy, a serial killer who was executed for his crimes, began
to look at pornography when he was very young. If you had
warned him of the potential consequences of his actions in
those early years, he probably would have said it wouldn’t
affect him. We can’t predict the outcome of our actions with
absolute  clarity.  In  addition,  we  may  not  recognize  the
consequences when they appear because we have been blinded
subtly over a period of time.

Fourth, others may say, “There’s nothing else to do.” This is
a sad commentary on contemporary life. If that is true, then
God has done a poor job of supplying us with imagination.
Spending hours watching TV each day, for instance, says a
great  deal  about  our  priorities  and  use  of  our  God-given
abilities and spiritual gifts.

Fifth, young people in particular tend to say, “Everybody’s
doing  it.”  It  is  highly  doubtful  that  is  true.  More
importantly, though, we must understand that God’s principles
don’t rely on democracy. We may be called to stand alone, as
difficult as that may be. Sixth, some may say, “No one will
know.”  Humanly,  this  is  absurd.  The  person  who  says  this
knows. He’s somebody, and he has to live with himself. And if
he is a Christian his worldview informs him that God knows. Is
he trying to please God or himself?

Seventh, “It’s just entertainment” can be the response. No,
it’s  not  just  entertainment.  We  can’t  afford  to  approach
contemporary entertainment with the word just. There is too
much at stake if we care about our minds, our witness, and our
future.

So what should we do? Should we become separatists? No, the
answer to the challenge of entertainment is not to seclude
ourselves  in  “holy  huddles”  of  legalism  and  cultural
isolation.  Should  we  become  consumers?  No,  not  without



discernment. As we said in the beginning of this series, when
it comes to entertainment, we should be as selective in that
“grocery store of ideas” as we are in the food market. Should
we become salt and light? Yes! We are to analyze entertainment
with a Christian worldview, and we are to “infect” the world
of entertainment with that same vision.
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