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Mel, Goto Seminary, Please:
A Biblical Storytéeller's Reflections on " The Passion of the Chrigt”

Thomes E. Boomershine

Mel Gibson'smovie, The Passion of the Christ, isabig hit. Themovieis as of now (March
15,2005 prior to its re-rel ease this week) theall-time #1 R-rated film in history, the 9"
highest grossing domestic film of all time, andthe 25" all time film worldwide As of Feb.
25,2005 thefirst anniversary of its release, thefilm had made a domestic total gross of
$370274604, an overseas gross of $241116490for atota gross of $611391,094! (By way
of comparison, the United Methodist Church'srecently released budgé plan for thegenera
church boadsand agencies for the 2005 2008qualrennium projects revenueof
approximately $153,100,000 per year or $612400000for thewhole quadrennium.) It is by
far themog finandally successful religiousfilm of all time.

| come to thisfilm as a New Testament scholar, abiblical storyteller, and afilm
producer. | first memorized Mark's passioniesurrection narative in Greek and began telling
it and later thewhole Gospd (in English) as part of my dissertation research on Mark's story.
Since tha work in thelate '60's | havetold all of the passion narratives many times and
Mark's passion narrative more than ahundeed times. This has been part of extensve research
onthese storiesin thar ancent and modan contexts. | have also produced films of biblical
stories as the chief conaultant for the American Bible Sodety's multimedia trand ation project
and later asthe Vice President of Lumicon Digital Produdions One of thefilmsfor which |
was an executive producr and writer, Out of the Tombs, was S0 harshly criticized by biblical
scholars and congervative church members tha it was effectively withdrawn from
distribution by ABS. So | approach thisfilm with sympathy and respect for Mel Gibsonin
having taken therisk to make this movie. Everything tha | have seen and read indicates that
he madethis film out of adeep faith commitment as a devout Roman Catholic.

Oneof my godsin telling the stories has been to gather as much information as
possible abouttheorigind experience of thehearing and telling of the stories. | have wanted
to know howthe Gospds were experienced in ther origind historical context. In the
manugcripts of the Gogpds, we have full scripts with only minor textud variants of the
performances of the stories of Jesus passionfresurrection from the period 70-100C.E. We
can, therefore, evaluate a contemporary biblical film such as The Passion of the Christ by
compaing it with theorigind produdionsof this gory by the storytellers of theearly
Chrigtian community. After all, the storytellers of the early church were producers. They
were doing in the context of themedia culture of antiquity wha Mel Gibsonis seekingto do
in the media culture of the early twenty-first century. Matthew, Mark and Mel are al biblical
storytellers who want to give ther audiences an experience of wha happened with Jesusthat
is both compdling and faithful. Theandent storytellers told the stories well. Contemporary
biblical films such as this can appropriately beevaluaed by ther continuity/discontinuity
with theorigind story events of the performances of the canonical Gogds.

Thefilm'smajor element of continuity with the performances of the canonical
Gogpdsistha thedirector, like the evangdists, isapassionae bdiever. Thisgogd
accordingto Mdl is saturated with faith and passionae involvement in theevent. Thisisin

! For current figures onthefilm, goto
www.boxofficemojo.comlmovies/ ?id=passionofthechrist.htm.
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contrast to the other major biblical film of 2004, The Gospel of John, which was directed by
Philip Saville and produced by Visud Bible Internationd with Henry lan Cusick as Jesusand
Christophe Plummer asthe narrator. In tha film, Christophe Plummer narrates all of the
events, but especialy the passion, in an emotiondly detached, "objective," tone Thevoice of
the narrator communicates nothing of hisfeelingsaboutthe story heistelling. Hisvoiceis
full of gravity butis emotiondly indifferent. Thereis no signtha he cares aboutthe events he
is describing. This creates a strangesense of distance. Asaresult of Philip Saville'sdecision
to conform to the performance tradition of the Twentieth century Anglican church, themovie
creates an oveal effect of detachment from these compdling events. Butin Md's gogd,
you know where the producer/director stands The Passion of the Christ isup frontfromthe
initial screen-"He was woundel for our tranggressions crushed for our iniquities; by His
woundswe are healed. Isaiah 53 700BC"-tha thisfilm is beng made by someonewho
bdieves passionaely. Theaudience isinvited to experience thefilm from a perspective of
faith in the subditutionay atonement of Jesus death for "my sins"

I. The Imaginative Non-Gogpel Content of the Film.

Thediscontinuities between the andent peformances of the passion of Jesus Christ recorded
in the canonical Gogpds and this film are more extendve. When | first saw themovie, | was
puzzled by thefact tha the content of mog of thefilm was radically different than the
Gogpds. There were new characters (Veronica, Abenader and Cassius[the Romansin charge
of the execution], Claudia[Pilate'swife], and alurking female Satan), episodes tha were
either wholly new or very different (Jesusbeng pushed off thebridgedwing thearrest, the
compassionae Pilate who toucdhes Jesus after having him flogged, the high priest's
implacable hared), and massive expansonsof the scourging, trip to Golgotha, and
crudfixion episodes. Where did all of this come from?

Thepuzle was not solved until | heard a pgper by William Sange Campbdl at
Sodiety of Biblical Literature (SBL)? which demonstrated in graphic detail tha the script for
Méel Gibson'smovie is based onthe mystical visionsof a Ningeenth century German
Augudinian nun,AnneCatherine Emmerich (17741824) allegedly dictated to and recorded
word for word by ClemensBrentano, a pod of the German romantic school. All of the
strangeelementsin thefilm | had identified came from The Dolorous Passion of Our Lord
Jesus Christ. Campbdl's condusonisasfollows (I have induded hisfootnotesin this
citation):

Wha is more decisive in revealing his dependence onthe bookis thefact that the
movie follows it in content, sequence, and character. | do not mean to suggest that
Gibson did not exercise editorial freedom He omits a number of eventstha arein the
book. For example, Gibson conflates into a single judicia proceeding Emmerich's
three Jewish courtroom scenes.® Moreover, headdssevera scenes notfoundin

2 William Sange Campbel, "The Gogpd according to Mel: Reading Gibson Reading ‘The
Passion of the Christ,"™ http://www.united.edu/academics/passion-resources.shtml. presented
at asession of TheBiblein Andent and Modem Media research group during the 2004
meeting of the Sodiety of Biblical Literature.

¥ Emmerich, DolorousPassion, 150-82. Emmerich indudes a hearing before Annes followed
by anighttrial before Caiaphas and, findly, amorning trial with Caiaphas, Annes, andthe
coundl. Thebookexplainstha another trial thefollowing morning was needed because
tribunds at nightwere illegd and could only be used as preparatory (179) In another
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Emmerich'sbook, mog congicuousamongthem the flashbacks interspersed
throughoutthe movie.* Nonehéess, for themos part the scenes and dialoguein The
Passion of the Christ conform to thebook? Strikingly, Gibson'sharmonization of the
Gogpdsisnearly identical in scopeand sequence with Emmerich's and | have yet to
discover an ingance of NT discourse in thefilm that is notinduded in thebook
(agan, usudly in thesame place in the story). In other words, althoughl am nat
arguing that thisisthe case, Gibson and his co-writer could have scripted the
screenplay withoutever readingthe NT Gospds.®

| would highly recommend tha anyonewhoisinterested in undeastanding and evaluaing this
movie read Campbdl's pgper (poded onthe UTS webste at http.//www.united.edu/
academics/passion-resources.shtml) and AnneCatherine Emmerich'svisions alongsdethe
Gogpds. Thismovie, advertised as an authentic portrayal of the events of Jesus passion, is
based on the conduson tha a Nineteenth century nun'smystical visionsare a more reliable
source for theevents of Jesus passion than the accounts of theFirst century authors of the
Gospds.® Mog of themovie's discontinuities with the Gospds are a result of this
founddiond decision. The Passion of the Christ isbased on thefertile imaginaion of a
Ningeenth century German nun, notthe Gospds.

I1. The Exponential Magnification of Violence

Themod glaring discontinuity isthe massive expangon of theviolence assodated with Jesus
death. Thisisthemog violent movie | have ever seen. It may bethemog violent movie, in
terms of the percentage of time given to violence, in the history of film. It is more violent
both in length and intengty than, for example, Clockwork Orange, Pulp Fiction, Platoon, or
Saving Private Ryan.

The Gogpds de-emphasize theviolence of Jesus death. In the Gogpd of Mark, for
example, therepart of thefloggingis oneword (phragellosas) a theend of the Pilate trial

omission, Pilate remainsat the praetorium in themovie, but accompanies the procession part
of theway to Calvary in Emmerich'snarrative (Emmerich, DolorousPassion, 250,263)

* Thougheven these may have been inired by thebook, which narrates Emmerich'svisions
of Jesus birth, childhood and public ministry tha made up the dreams Pilate's wife had about
him in themidg of the scenes of the Roman trial and hearing before Herod. (See The
Dolorous Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ (Rockford, Ill: Tan Books 1983) trans of Das
bittere Leiden Jesu Christi. Nach den Betrachtungen der seligen (Sulzbach, 1833)

> Even in such details as, for example, themoonin the Gethsemane scene

6 Campbdl, op.cit., 4-5

" See Dolorous Passion.

® | pesondly respect Emmerich'slife and theintensty of her devotion. Given her lack of
education, the accounts of her visionsare astonishing. There have been questionsraised about

the degree to which her scribe, M. Clement Brentano, may have exercised creative editingin
the compostion of thevisions
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episode(Mark 15.15:in English (NRSV), "and after flogging Jesus he handed him over to be
crudfied." Inthe Gogpd of John, it isagan oneword, emastigosen; in English (NRSV),
"Then Pilate took Jesusand had him flogged." (John 19.1) In the peformance of the Gospd
naratives, the description of thefloggng is then one or two seconds In themovie, the
flogging is nineminutes.

Furthermore, theandent storytellers decided notto follow earlier precedentsin the
description of Jewish martyrdonstha were far more explicit and detailed in thar treatment
of theviolence doneto martyrs. Themos graphic martyr story prior to the story of Jesus
martyrdomwas the story of the Maccabean martyrs, a story tha was widdy told andread in
Jesus day. Thisisoneepisodeof seven in the story of the martyrdom of seven brothers and
thar mothe at thehandsof AntiochuslV Epiphaniesin 2 Maccabees:

Thekingfell into arage and gave ordersto have pansand caldronsheated. These
were heated immediately, and he commanded that the tongueof thar spokesman be
cut outand tha they scalp him and cut off his hands and feet, while therest of the
brothers and the mother looked on. When hewas utterly hdpless, theking ordered
them to take him to thefire, still breathing, andto fry him in apan. The smokefrom
the pan spread widdy, but thebrothers and ther mother encouraged oneanother to
die noblyE (2 Maccabess 7.3-59)

Theentire story is 10-15 minutes of which afull oneto two minutesis given to this graphic
episode Thus there were precedentsin the First century for telling the graphic detail s of
Gentile violence agang Jews in martyr stories. The authors of the Gogpds, however, are
much more restrained in ther treatment of the martyrdom of Jesusthan the author of 11
Maccabees.

But all of theandents were wimpsin comparisonto AnneCatherine Emmerich and
Méel Gibson. These two aretoughand literally reve in thegrotesqueddails of theviolence.
Thisis Campbdl's summary of AnneCatherine Emmerich'svision of the scourging:

Thebook'sdescription of Jesus scourging covers fully six pagesin which sadistic
brutes take turns beating Jesusfrom behind to a bloody pulp, then turn him over and
continuethar attack. Gibson captures well onfilm the book'sportrayal: "[tjhe blows
... tore hisflesh to pieces; his blood spouted out so asto stain ther arms. . . . [The
scourges were compogsed of small chans or strapscovered with iron hooks which
penetrated to thebone and tore off large pieces of flesh at every blow .... The body of
our Lord was perfectly torn to shreds”

In actudity, the story in the Emmerich vision takes longe than nine minutes to recite. Thus
in his script Mel modeated Annés passion for theexquisite and extensve ddails of the
violence. But the extreme contrast to the Gogpdsremains Thesameistruefor thetrip to
Golgothaand the crudfixion: oneword or afew wordsin the Gospds are expanded into long
scenes of highly imaginaive violent details in thefilm. A major contrast between thefilm
and the stories of the Gogds s, therefore, the treatment of the violence of Jesus passion.
The Gogpds are very restrained in thar treatment of the violence while thefilm gloriesin the
violence in excrudating, long sequences of extreme ddail.

® Emmerich, Dolorous Passion, 218-22.
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[11. The Elimination of the Experience of Implication

A second mgjor discontinuity between theandent experience of the passion by the audiences
of antiquity and the audiences of "The Passion" isin thefilm's redudion of theexperience of
implicationin Jesus death. Inthe Gogpds, Jesus passionis set in the context of thefailure of
Jesus primary suppoters, induding the crowd. There is a consstent patern to therole of
these characters in the stories. The crowd, thetwelve, and Peter are highly sympahetic
characters with whomthe audience isinvited to identify throughoutthe stories tha lead up to
the passion. Thisidentification with these followers of Jesusreachesiits highest intengty in
theeventsjud prior to the passion story.

In the Synogics, thestories of Jesus Jerusalem ministry are clugered aroundJesus
propheic action of nonviolent resistance in the cleansng of the Temple. The crowd/people
rejoice at his action and his teaching but Jesus enemies begin immediately to seek how to
arrest him. They don'tarrest him because they are afraid of the crowd. The people are Jesus
primary aly in his conflict with the Jerusalem religiousestablishment. The configuration of
the conflict isthen Jesusand the people againg the chief priests, the scribes and the elders.
"They" are thereligiousestablishment seeking to preserve the present system. "We" are the
people alied with Jesus seeking to changetherdigioussystem in anticipation of the coming
of the Kingdomof God.

Jesus talks with his disciples throughouthis days in Jerusalem culminatingin hislong
prophecy at the end of the Jerusalem ministry abou the coming of the Kingdomof God, the
so-caled little apocypse (Matthew 24-25; Mark 13; Luke 21). Thisistheimmediate prelude
to thepassionin al three Synopic Gospds. In Matthew and Mark, this propheey is addressed
to thedisciples, while in Luke Jesus audience indudes the people and the disciples.

In Johnthis same dynamic of identification with the disciplesis, if anything, even
more intense. The preludeto thepassion narrativein Johnis by far thelongest speech in the
whole of the Gogpd tradition. John'sstory of Jesus last meal with hisdisciplesisfour
chapters of highly intimate direct address to John'saudience as the disciples (John13-17).
This speech endswith alongprayer in which Jesus prays for his disciples as a priest; thusit
istraditiondly called the high priestly prayer. This speech isthe mog emotiondly intense
and intimate speech in thetradition of Jesus words

Findly, in al four Gogds, Peter isthe mod highly developed character amongthe
disciples. His caling by Jesusis given prominencein al four Gospds. In the Synopics Peter
asks awhole series of questions confesses his bdief that Jesusisthe Messiah, andis present
at thetrandiguration. Peter isthe quintessential disciple andisthe mog complex and
sympahetic character in the Gogpds other than Jesus himself. For thisreason, Jesus
prophecy at thelast suppe (in al of the Gogpds) tha hewill deny Jesusis shodking. When it
happens the audience experiences Peter's grief as herealizes wha he has doneand weeps

During the passion each of these major charactersfails to defend Jesusagang his
enemies. Thetwelve run away, Peter denies him, and the crowd asks for Barabbas and
suppotsthepriestsin their demand tha Jesusbecrudfied. As aresult, the audience
experiences Jesus passion from the perspective of personswho were extremely close to Jesus
and are directly implicated in his death.
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This dynamic of implicationin Jesus passion by identification with highly
sympaheic charactersis at thevery heart of theimpact of thepassion stories. Thisiswhere
the evangdists spend ther story time rather than the details of theviolence. These stories
require the audience to examinethdr own heartsin regard to their own bdiefs aboutJesus
For Jews and Gentilesin 70-100A.D., thequestionsare: dowereally want aMessiah like
Barabbas whos Zeal ot descendants led usinto a disastrouswar agang the Romans? Who do
we bdieve in and whowill we follow?

In thefilm this entire dynamic of degp involvement with highly sympathetic
characters who are implicated in Jesus death isvirtudly eiminaed. Peter'sdenial is
presented very quickly and supeficialy. Thecrowds earlier suppot for Jesusis not even
mentional in aflashback and theintensve identification with the disciplesis eliminaed. Asa
result the experience of implicationis reduced to Jesus death for "our sins” But "oursins'
has no content. It is avaguegeneaization withoutspecificity. Theimplication of the
audience in the death of Jesusis dependent on the bdiefs tha the audience bringsto thefilm.

V. The Reversal of Ethnic Meaning

Thethird major contrast between the Gogpds and thefilm isthereversal of the dynamics of
thegogd storiesin relation to the Jews and the Romans In thegogd storytelling events,
the Jews are "us' and the Romansare "them." Theaudience isinvited throughoutthe stories
to identify with the crowd, the people, and the Jews. The Gentiles, when they appear in the
story, are presented as the others. Thisistruein Jesus teaching-"Do not belike the Gentiles
... "-andintherdatively infrequent stories of Jesus interaction with Gentiles such as the
Syro-Phoenician woman and the centurion whose dlave was sick. In each of these stories, the
storyteller describes these characters as "them." Jesus postive respong to these Gentilesisa
surprise. Furthemore, the climax of Jesus prophecies of his passion and death in the
Synopicsisthe specific prophecy tha hewill be handed over to the Gentiles who will mock
him, spit uponhim, scourge him and kill him (Matt. 20.19; Mk 10.33-34; Lk 18.32-33). In
Johnthere are no Gentilesin the Gogpd narative until some Greeks ask to see Jesus (John
1220-22) but Jesus never meets them. Pilate isthen thefirst Gentile to appear in John's
Gogpd and heimmediately identifies himself as "the other.” Thus the Gentiles are presented
as adiensfrom whomthe audience expects the worst.

As aresult of this patern, Pilate's sympathy for Jesusand his efforts to release him
are presented as areversal of expectations So aso isthergjection of Jesusby the Jews. The
shodk of the Gogd storiesistherecognitiontha "they,” the Gentiles, try to release Jesus but
"we Jews" demand his death. Everyone Jews and Gentiles alike, are then implicated in his
death, both former alies and enemies. But the greatest shodk istherecognition that "we
Jews" were involved in the death of the Messiah. This ethnic dynamic of the storiesin the
media experiences of antiquity has been widdy misundestood throughoutmuch of the past
2000years because the audiences of the Gogpd naratives changed from being predominantly
Jewish to predominantly Gentiles. "We" became Christians even Roman Christians and
"they" became the Jews. There has frequently been an exact reversal in the meaning of the
story from "we Jews are implicated in the death of the Messiah” to "the Jews killed Jesus™

Thefilm isbased ontheassumption tha its primary audience will be Christiansand
that "theJews" are the others. The characterizations of Pilate, hiswife, and several Roman
soldiers are highly postive. Outside of thecircle of Jesus family and friends they are by far
themog sympahetic charactersin thefilm. Thefilm goes far beyondthe Gogpd narativesin
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theportrayal of Roman sympathy for Jesus Furthermore, the film heghtensthe hodility of
the high priest and the chief priests toward Jesus, areflection of Emmerich's Nineteenth
century German visions and presents the crowd'shodility as a fulfillment rather than a
reversal of theaudience's expectations The chief priest is shown over and over as haing
Jesus and being ruthless in his deerminaion tha Jesusbe scourged mercilessy, humiliated,
and crudfied. As aresult, a primary dynamic in the film is the experience that "they," the
Jews, are respongble for Jesus death butthat "we" Gentiles who identify with the Romans
tried to save Jesusfrom death. This dynamic in thefilm reverses the experiential meaning of
the passion naratives from being "we killed the Messiah" to "they killed theMessiah." While
the overlay from the opening quotation of Isaiah 53 continues to imply that heis dyingfor
"our' sins theactud events are presented in a manner that emphasi zes the sinsof the Jews in
Jesus degth.

Thisisthe source of the conaernsof many scholars that thefilm will further reinforce
thelatent anti-Semitism tha has often been reinforced by therecital of the passion
naratives.’ Ther concern is valid. Nobodyknows what thelongterm consequences of this
film will be But the past does not provide conslation for those who are afraid that this
highly polarized retelling of the story of Jesus passion and death may beimplicated in il
further crimes agang humanity, specifically Jews, in the name of Jesus

19 For areport of agroup of Catholic and Jewish scholars who Gibson asked to give
respongs to thefilm, which once ddivered, hevigoroudy attacked, see
www.bc.edukesearch/cj1l/meta-elements/texts cjrelati ongdres ourcbsl

education/PASSION _resources.htm#passion_reviews; also see Paula Fredriksen, "Mad Mdl:
the Gogpd according to Gibson," The New Republic, July 28-Augug 4, 2003 25-29.
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V. Conclusions

As ascholar and a storyteller of the Gogpds, | cannot recommend that anyonesee this movie.
Children should be forbidden to see this movie because of theimpact of theimages of the
movie on ther picture of Jesusand of God. These images will stay in their subconsiousfor
therest of ther lives as their dominant picture of Jesusand of God. Thisis aterrible movie
for children and youngpeople. The new edition re-released in March 2005is still an
extremely violent movie. The problem with this movie isn't afew images or even scenes. The
problem istheentire theory and theology onwhich it is based.

Why did these distortionshgppen? The undelyingreasonis tha neither Anne
Catherine Emmerich nor Mel Gibson had undestood the dynamics of the Gospd narratives.
Shehad no knowledgeof thehistorical and cultural context of the storiesin antiquity. Mel
took the authority of Annefar more serioudy than the authority of Matthew, Mark, Lukeand
John.He didn'tlisten to the Gogpds. He may have looked at thetexts buthedidnt study and
experience them asthe"films' of the First century. He imposed on the canonical stories of
Jesus his own religiousexperience which was confirmed by AnneCatherine Emmerich rather
than subjecting his experience to the precedents established by the canonical evangdists.
Jesus respong to his persecutorsis also appropriate in responge to Anneand Mdl: "Forgive
them Father for they don'tknow wha they are doing.”

Because of the dange's and distortionsof this movie, | would recommend that the
Roman Catholic Church and the magjor Protestant churches make a united appesl to M€l
Gibson to voluntarily withdraw this movie from circulation. | would recommend that the
scholars of the SBL join that petition. There would be no shame in thisfor Me Gibson.
Making the movie was a courageousact and hehas already made over $700millionin
profits. The problem istha Mel doesn't know what heis doing. Prior to thisfilm, Anne
Catherine Emmerich'svisionswere always presented asidiosyncratic and individud. They
are now presented as the authentic version of the Gogpd accountof Jesus passion. Let us
then beclear: thisis not an authentic version of the canonical Gogpds of the early Christian
church. Thefilmisradicaly discontinuouswith the Gospds.

Given tha thisis an unlikely scenario, | would recommend tha Mel Gibson goto
seminay before he makes any more biblical films. Mog of the churches require its public
interpreters of the Gopd to go to seminary. So Mel, goto seminary. Come to United and
study with me. Study full timefor at least three years like atypical M. Div. student. You
would feel rightat home since many current seminary students are your age. Then make a
biblical movie. Filmmakers whowill present the Gospd to millionsshould behdd to at |east
the same requirements of knowledgeand training as parish pastors. This process would have
saved usall fromabizarre distortion of the stories of Jesus passion and resurrectionthd is
being presented all over theworld asthe Gospd. At least this movie could teach usall that
theinterpreters of the Gogpd in digital media and culture need a seminary education.



