“It was like they were more  or less saying I have no right to interpret the Gospels myself, because I  don't have a bunch of letters after my name. But they are for children, these  Gospels. They're for children, they're for old people, they're  for everybody in between. They're not necessarily for academics. Just get an  academic on board if you want to pervert something!”  Mel Gibson, quoted in “The Jesus War” by Peter Boyer, The New Yorker, September 15, 2003

If what you want, though, is to make an action movie with Jesus Christ as the protagonist, you’d best turn to an action movie star and director.

So it is that Mel Gibson’s interpretation of the Via Dolorosa, a modern day passion play for a society that regularly babysits its infants and elderly by parking them in front of television sets, is as true to form as the realistic sculptures of Donatello were in 15th century Florence.

For it is form, not content that makes or breaks a Hollywood movie and Gibson’s tightly crafted if folkloric movie “The Passion of the Christ” is as much a testament to its makers and their moment in time as it is testimony to the Son of God.

As a lapsed Catholic with a Jesuit education and an unabashed fan of “Mad Max,” the 1979 Australian action film that launched Gibson’s Hollywood career, I might very well be an ideal audience member for “The Passion.” 

For starters, I’m already familiar with the plot, which is essential when you consider that Gibson’s contribution to the Greatest Story Ever Told has almost no exposition, cardboard characters and scant dialogue. Of these various choices, the lack of exposition has a clearly ideological intent: this director, like any other cult filmmaker, is preaching to the choir.

The rules of mass-audience moviemaking, even though they continue to evolve into ever more self-referential conventions as in the recent “Charlie’s Angels” or “Kill Bill” series, nonetheless require the use of exposition to create a sympathetic bond between the viewer and the film’s protagonists. 

Tellingly, no such effort is made in “The Passion,” where the scarce moments of character development – there is, for example, a very touching scene between the adult Jesus and his mother, the Virgin Mary– are presented almost as an afterthought.

In fact, with the exception of some likely apocryphal moments such as those involving Pontius Pilate and his wife or Judas Iscariot and his demons, almost all of the requisite backstory, which typically provides viewers with a reason to care about the fate of the movie’s principal characters, is delivered in a few, fleeting flashbacks. 

For the uninitiated viewer, the resulting story is as slippery as it is bloody. Which is just as well, since the movie is not for them but for those who are already–or were once–believers. Rather than convert filmgoers to Christianity, Gibson has apparently set out to convert Christians to his particular sect of Catholicism. 
As is the case with the so-called prequels to the “Star Wars” trilogy, or, more recently, the movie “Hellboy,” which was adapted to the Big Screen from a underground comic book series (and, incidentally, bounced “The Passion” from first place at the U.S. box office in April of 2004), Gibson’s hectic screenplay requires the audience to fill in the story’s considerable gaps while acknowledging their familiarity with knowing, esoteric nods.

Case in point would be the flashback scene in which we witness Mary Magdalene’s first encounter with Jesus. We see the stone-throwers, we see the stones, we see Mary Magdalene on the floor and we see Jesus standing next to her, confronting the now reluctant and retreating stone-throwers. That’s it. 

If you don’t “get it,” then this movie is not for you.

But, if you do “get it,” then you’ll love the scene where we get to see the possible origins of the Shroud of Turin, as a woman bystander wipes the face of Jesus while he stumbles in agony. For fans of Christ, such seemingly banal sequences are a rare treat — Hollywood seldom deigns to lavish its movie-making magic on scriptural details like the sound that is made by a Roman soldier’s whip as it sails through the air before tearing open human flesh.

Or is it human flesh? While there can be no doubt that Gibson has made a sincere movie, it is nonetheless a work of art–and artifice. In particular, as an action movie, it adheres to a tradition within the canon of filmmaking that is more phenomenal than symbolic.  

Thus, rather than a journey, “The Passion” is an event—instead of offering its viewers a story, it gives them an experience: a slow, gut-wrenching mechanical ride through an old-fashioned House of Horrors tucked away, for centuries, within the Church. 

Just as we understand the paintings of Michelangelo and Caravaggio, however inspired, to bear the imprint of the artists’  cultural values (what demure critics might call their “taste”), we would be foolish to overlook the artistic career of this movie’s director as well as the broader culture in which he earned the 30 million required to make this picture without tapping a single additional investor. That career is inextricably tied to the action film and its most obvious component: the often unstoppable and seemingly immortal action hero.

In many ways, “The Passion” could not have been made prior to such action films as the Bruce Willis vehicle “Die Hard,” (1988) or its aptly titled sequels “Die Harder” (1990) and “Die Hard: With A Vengeance” (1995). Gibson, whose previous movie “Braveheart” was such a successful contribution to this genre that it won the Best Picture Oscar in 1995, is a demonstrable master of this form in which seeing is believing and feeling is knowing. 

While such movies have been described as an unpretentious and immediate genre, ostensibly popular with moviegoers of all ages, nationalities and educational backgrounds, its conventions are, nonetheless, as artificial as any of the pretentious devices used by “art house” films. But where the artsy protagonists are ideas, action heroes are designed to exalt the viewer’s emotions. Any action movie that doesn’t make your pulse quicken is a failure. “The Passion,” to be sure, is thus a successful action film.

However, action movies are not bereft of ideas–even powerful ones. Rather, action movies transform their maker’s ideas into physical gestures as well as the appearance of its protagonists. One of the cornerstones of this genre, the 1966 spaghetti western “The Good, the Bad and the Ugly” not only delivers on the promise of its title, by depicting incarnations of all three qualities, it manages to redefine each of these terms by asserting a new kind of brutal beauty.  It is no small detail that the protagonist of this highly influential movie is called “The Man with No Name.”

Of course, like any genre, the action film has various and competing tendencies. One way to describe these internal rifts –though, certainly not the only and possibly not the best way– is to distinguish between action movies that present an ambiguous or ambivalent hero, such as Clint Eastwood in “The Good, the Bad and the Ugly,” Mel Gibson in “Mad Max” and “Lethal Weapon,” Sylvester Stallone in “First Blood,” and those that offer a less equivocal, morally righteous protagonist like John Wayne in “The Alamo,” Mel Gibson in “Braveheart,” or Sylvester Stallone in “Rambo: First Blood Part II.” In recent years, as special effects have extended the range of the action genre, the tension between neat and messy protagonists has sometimes been depicted as a battle between human and superhuman qualities. 

But with its emphasis on sensational realism and its reliance on the physical to communicate the abstract, the action movie is a poor vehicle for any hero in which both transparent and opaque impulses coincide. Propelled by the dynamic of opposing forces, the plot of most action movies simply cannot allow a paradox to enter the picture. Where other genres insinuate, action films demonstrate; where other styles rely on intimation, this one typically resorts to exclamation.

It is within this tradition that Gibson has crafted “The Passion of the Christ,” choosing a portion of the New Testament which is best told in the manner most familiar to him: the action film. 

Yet, in choosing such a path, Gibson also has to overcome–or, at least, recognize– many of the formal rules of this genre if he also wishes to convey the fundamental paradox at the heart of Christianity, the belief that Jesus is the both the Son of Man and the Son of God. Unfortunately, this director is either unable or unwilling to preserve this mystery, choosing instead to attempt to realistically portray something which defies reason and requires faith in the unseen.

For those believers who make pilgrimages to shrines and honor relics, the eventual DVD release of “The Passion” should provide a take-home version of a related experience. But, for those filmgoers who, like me, wish to explore rather than experience their faith, “The Passion” is a sideshow; an earnest curio ill-suited for the curious.

What is most disheartening about Gibson’s final product is that it comes so close to success. The very act of enjoying a movie is akin to ecstatic rapture – the bread and butter of the mystics the director sought to imitate. 

As moviegoers we file into a dark theater and quietly wait to be transported. We are nervous with raw hope and unbridled expectation– our hearts and minds given over to the director, to the cinematographer, to the editor, cast and crew.  We go to movies because we want to see the light.  It’s not called “suspension of disbelief” for nothing.

But, sadly, the credibility problems that weaken “The Passion” start early on and are only compounded as the movie, determined to highlight “facts” with special effects, undermines its own premise of theological accuracy with heavy-handed literalness.

When, in the opening scenes, a fight sequence between the Pharisees and Jesus’ disciples makes generous use of a newfangled cinematic device – that of seamlessly slowing down and then speeding up the action– I take it in stride. After all, why can’t Jesus, a subject of the Roman Empire, be the star of an action movie like “Gladiator,” which first made use of this particular, time-stretching special effect.

But whereas that movie’s director, Ridley Scott, was judicious in his use of such illusions–using them, for example, to illustrate the split-second difference between life and death in combat–the application of special effects in Gibson’s allegedly literal accounting of the death of Jesus is, instead, used to drive home a fantastical claim about his life. 

As actor Jim Caviezel, playing the role of Jesus, takes 39 carefully enumerated lashes for the home team, my hopes for cinematic delivery are dashed.  For when his body is torn open by sundry and historically accurate Roman instruments of torture, his flesh is, in fact, replaced by prosthesis. 

Gibson, attempting to depict with scientific accuracy the suffering of Jesus, resorts to make-up rather than make-believe to depict our hero’s agony. Instead of being shown pain – a psychological response to physical stimuli – we are presented with the character’s literal insides; rubber and red paint take the place of personality and charisma. 


Which is not to say that Caviezel is a poor actor or Gibson a heartless director. It may very well be the case that both are working harmoniously to deliver a credible performance in front of the cameras. I just can’t tell because our protagonist is wearing both full-body and facial prostheses of flayed and swollen skin. 

One would have to revisit such horror classics as “Darkman” or “A Nightmare on Elm Street” for instances of drama enabled –rather than hindered– by that much evidence of mutilation. Moreover, it’s worth noting that both of these films are also, underneath their thin veneer of terror, dark comedies that tease the folly of the living with the obvious evidence of our mortality. 

Sadly, there is no such self-consciousness in “The Passion,” where every assault on the body of Christ is intended to prove the director’s earnestness rather than prompt the audience to question their skin-deep civility. Movies like “Halloween” and “Friday the 13th” have a light touch which allows them to be transformed by their teenage viewers from spectacles of occult horror into cult comedies (a cultural phenomenon both recognized and exploited by the “Scary Movie” series and the latter-day “Freddy vs. Jason.”) Where the risible gore in these pulp horrors is a gift to the audience, the similarly flamboyant carnage in “The Passion” is intended as a debt. 

Perhaps, because I have come to understand Jesus as someone who forgives rather than collects debts, I respond to the most delirious depiction of gore in “The Passion” – a geyser of slow motion blood seen and hear spurting from Caviezel’s hand– not with shame but with laughter. While Gibson may want viewers to follow in his path to redemption through such shame (or pity), I want no part in the staged humiliation. Not because I believe Jesus did not suffer–but, rather, because I believe he suffered as a man; indeed, as many men and women did, before and after his crucifixion. Thus, according to my beliefs, it was not the death of Jesus that was extraordinary, but, rather, his life and resurrection.

However, “The Passion,” likely intends to portray a different set of beliefs. The movie, which begins with the threat of violence and ends with the risen Jesus exiting his grave to the sound of martial drums, gives this hero very little to say and a great deal (of suffering) to do. Of the dozen or so brief lines delivered by Gibson’s protagonist, two uttered towards the end make striking references to persecution. Whether “The Passion” is meant to preface forthcoming films devoted to the slaughter of Christians in Roman coliseums or, perhaps, the first in a series that culminate with the Crusades, only time will tell. The arc of the movie’s truncated storyline, however, clearly communicates the director’s vision of Jesus Christ as a warrior whose mission is to absorb rather than dole out punishment–at least, in this installment. 

Gibson’s protagonist expresses few words and fewer emotions while repressing more than any man could bear. What emerges from this intense action film is a theology of repression; a spirit of resistance rather than transcendence. In order to follow in the footsteps of the Jesus depicted by “The Passion,” we would need to seek out persecution at the hands of our enemies. Moreover, while the movie left me wondering who these enemies might be, it was clear they could not be “won over” by persuasion but only by their own remorse and shame.

Throughout “The Passion,” we are shown bystanders who quietly intuit that they are in the presence of God, despite not having heard Jesus utter a single word. They already know that Jesus, caked in blood and gore, is just wearing a human disguise. Nor is the true identity of Jesus lost upon the movie’s villain, the high priest Caiaphas.

Where the character of Satan is more ugly than evil–a fey version of the Machiavellian Emperor in “Star Wars”– Caiaphas is responsible for the mutilation and murder of Christ. Because “The Passion” provides no historical context –and, thus, no rational political or theological motivation–for the high priest’s desire to see Jesus terminated with extreme prejudice, we are left to conclude that, like the wife of Pilate or the African slave in King Herod’s court, Caiaphas knows who he’s dealing with, but rejects the Truth for reasons that are never presented to the Believer, er, viewer.

Of course, as in any such Hollywood contest between good and evil–rather than, say, between knowledge and ignorance–an ironic and spectacular ending settles the score. Thus, when Gibson allows Cavaziel to finally succumb to his hour-long execution, putting an end to the suffering of both the hero and the audience, a tremendous earthquake confirms what we all should have known all along: this Jesus was no mere mortal. Freed from the limitations of his frail alter-ego, a now invisible God quickly destroys the villain’s lair–the Temple–and Caiaphas, in a close-up, delivers a classic, B-movie look of horrified remorse. It was Caiaphas, after all, who freed Jesus, lash by lash, from the latter’s cumbersome, carnal disguise.

In this telling, Caiaphas does not fail to recognize the writing on the wall–he refuses to read it out loud. As the movie imparts its final lesson to the bad guys, the audience is also instructed on its own choices for judging the success of Gibson’s artwork: either you are “with me,” the director, or you are against Him, the savior. For this reason, there is no need for Jesus to deliver his achingly beautiful sermons to a public audience. Instead, in the very few scenes where Jesus is allowed to speak, he is usually in a private conversation with his disciples–or, as he says, his “friends.”  How, then, does this motion picture bring out the single most significant detail of its protagonist’s truly mysterious identity? 

Truth by torture. 

It begins when an already bloody Jesus is brought to the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate, a likely stand-in for the audience given both his reluctance to harm Jesus and the fact that he is one of the few characters with multiple lines of dialogue. I suspect that when Pilate bemoans the dreary responsibility of empire, so, too, might the American moviegoer of March 2004. Likewise, when Pilate laments the relativism of his age– asking an already bloody Jesus “What is truth?” in a tone that is both pained and hopeful–so does the audience. 

Jesus, of course, does not answer. But Gibson does. For the remainder of the movie, save for a few carefully chosen words, we are shown little more than sadism and an increasingly unrecognizable Jesus who takes a licking and keeps on ticking. In essence, Gibson is turning the mortal body of Jesus into a bloody cocoon, out of which the immortal super Jesus will eventually emerge.

Unfortunately, this aesthetic decision has serious theological repercussions. As a filmgoer, I can forgive and forget the computer generated demons that –rather than guilt– drive Judas Iscariot to hang himself at the start of the movie. What I can’t fathom is how I am to believe in the most significant mystery of Jesus Christ –that he was an ordinary man– when he is made to perform superhuman feats of endurance while enveloped in a superhero’s rubber flesh.

Gibson’s decision to thoroughly and continuously ravage Jesus’ body on screen, while keeping Jesus’ personality (his teachings, his relationships, his birth and childhood) almost entirely off-screen, results in a protagonist largely devoid of humanity. While believers are expected to fill in these gaps with their own prior knowledge of Jesus, they are given a very shallow vessel into which to pour their faith. 

Throughout “The Passion,” Caviezel is instructed to endure with near silence torture that would kill an ordinary human being. No doubt, this silence is intended as a sign of the patience and boundless love of the Son of Man for his fellow, sinful man. Yet, in the context of a movie without symbolism, in which all that is must be seen (from Satan to the weight of the cross), the action hero’s silence takes on another, far more prosaic significance. In the physical logic of the action film, the body is the only portrait of the soul. 

. 

Any audience of seasoned moviegoers in the year 2004 will understand, implicitly, how our protagonist is able to survive the onslaught of blows that would kill a mere mortal: Gibson’s cinematic Jesus is a not just a hero but a superhero.

Of course, the theological implications of this mistaken identity are hardly in keeping with the director’s avowed faith. (If Jesus’ suffering is of a superhuman magnitude, is his ability to forgive his enemies also a special power?) While Gibson may not have intended to break with tradition, his insistence on literalism leads him to blur the line between Hollywood magic and, well, magic. While Jesus’ tremendous suffering is a matter of record, exaggerating such suffering to superhuman proportions is a matter of theology. 

The mystery of Jesus’ miracles, from walking on water to resurrecting the dead, is not a simple matter and, I must admit, beyond the scope of my understanding. Yet, if one takes the stance that these miracles are signs of grace, bestowed by the Heavenly Father, rather than powers that emanate from within the body of Jesus, it is not hard to reconcile their appearance with a nonetheless mortal Son of Man. Surely, it is not by chance that while most of “The Passion” is filmed outdoors, there are only a few shots of the sky and even these are mostly devoted to a cloudy, inscrutable heaven. 

By attempting to sidestep mystery with fact, by using gore for emphasis, Gibson attempts to control the audience’s relationship to Jesus in a way that smothers their imagination. In its cluttered minutiae of wounds and moaning, “The Passion” leaves no room for viewers to make a leap of faith.

One can, of course, imagine an alternative course for this polished presentation of the Via Dolorosa. For a director clearly willing to play with time, both via special effects and the screenplay, it must be asked: What if the scenes of torture, rather than the scenes of teaching, had been delivered via brief and intermittent flashbacks? Likewise, what if the character of Jesus had been, well, a bit more human?

In fact, Gibson, the action movie star, needs not have looked much further than his own body of work to find the inspiration for this kind of figure.

A quarter of a century before the release of “The Passion,” Gibson starred in the titular role of “Mad” Max Rockatansky, a cop in a post-apocalyptic world ravaged by terrorism and oil shortages. Written, produced and directed by George Miller, who would later direct the movie’s two sequels (and a third, currently in production), the original “Mad Max” achieves a formal clarity and a moral complexity not unlike that of “The Good, The Bad and The Ugly.” It is a violent, brutal movie, which appears to delight in a rather dim view of human nature. 

Of course, with its psychotic, sadistic villains, heroic automobiles and expressionistic use of the Australian outback, “Mad Max” is certainly not Shakespeare. But it’s not supposed to be Shakespeare–or the Bible, for that matter. Rather, “Mad Max” clearly aims to just be a good movie​–what it ultimately means is for the audience to decide.

Consider, for example, the dialogue in the following, much-quoted scene, where Gibson’s commanding officer, the charmingly avuncular “Fifi” (played by Roger Ward), attempts to re-enlist the hero after the latter quits his post in a fit of frustration and self-doubt:

Fifi: They say people don't believe in heroes anymore. Well, damn them! You and me, Max, we're gonna give 'em back their heroes!

Max: Ah, Fif. Do you really expect me to go for that crap?

[Pause]

Fifi: You gotta admit I sounded good there for a minute, huh?

A more confident director might have given “The Passion” enough room to grow into its own ambitions. After all, the Holy Roman Empire wasn’t built in a day. Even in our age of global telecommunications and cinematic propaganda, there’s no substitute for a believable hero – not even the heroism of a director’s beliefs.




