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The aim of this introduction is to clarify central concepts as reflected in the title of 
this book and provide a framework to understand the discussion on the interplay 
between the different aspects. Therefore, a short description of each concept is 
offered, followed by a short reflection on the scope of the book. Introduction

Religion
Religion consists of different dimensions and can best be described as multi­
dimensional. Therefore, I do not claim definitions presented here will offer a complete 
understanding of religion, it will rather emphasise the complexity of defining religion. 
Religion is often understood by people based on their experience of a particular 
religion. It is therefore important to register that, although academic definitions exist, 
people construct their own understanding of religion influenced by their immediate, 
but also the global context. Religion is closely linked with identity and context and 
can be understood as a social construct that changes as social context changes. 
The relationship with that which people regard as sacred, is also of importance in 
the understanding of religion. Lynch (2005:270) distinguishes between two views 
of religion, namely the functional view and the substantive view. The functional view 
refers to certain functions that religion fulfills in people’s lives, while the substantive 
view focuses on certain elements of religion, like the supernatural, religious roles 
like priests and rituals and sacred spaces like churches.

Mahan (2014) gives a broad definition of religion, but identifies specific elements, 
guarding against the possibility that everything is religion. Referring to the work of 
Geertz (1973) and Orsi (2004), he defines religion as “beliefs and rituals performed 
by people as an expression of such beliefs”. Singleton (2014:9) summarises the 
elements of religion as “myths, guidelines for living, experience and transcendence”. 
These different elements perform certain functions in the lives of people, like creating 
a community, motivating them and linking their everyday living with the transcendent 
reality. Campbell (2007) stresses authority as an “integral aspect of religion as 
displayed through hierarchical religious roles, religious structures, ideology and 
religious texts”.

Lived religion is another term that is employed to describe activities that people 
participate in that are not overtly religious, but could have religious and moral 
significance for people (Cloete,  2017). Ganzevoort and Roeland (2014:93) 
emphasise an important aspect of lived religion, namely “that it focuses on what 
people do, rather than on an official religion”. In other words it is characterised by a 
turn away from institutions and texts to everyday living. Lived religion focuses more 
on what the individual regards as meaningful experiences and expressions, and 
less on the prescribed content and practices of traditional institutionalised religion. 
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Pete Ward (2017:55) also regards lived religion as an important new development 
in the field of practical theology, because it focuses on the actions of people. He 
stresses the fluidness of lived religion by describing it as on the move, focusing 
on ordinary people’s actions in their everyday lives. The idea of the fluidness of 
lived religion is expanded by describing it as hybrid and incoherent in relation to 
structured and institutional religion. This kind of expression of religion takes place 
within and through culture and encapsulates the embodied experiences of people 
in contrast to the cognitive or doctrinal orientation of traditional institutionalised 
religion (Ward, 2017:57-58). Lived religion expands the understanding of religion 
and points to a more individualised form of religion that is experienced outside 
traditional institutionalised forms of religion.

Religion also provides a framework that assists people to make meaning of and 
in their life. Although religion as relation to the sacred or transcendent and how it 
provides a framework for meaning-making differs between individuals, religion has 
a significant impact on the lives of people. In this sense religion can be understood 
as a philosophical orientation that informs and affects people’s understanding of the 
world (world view) and how to engage with existential questions like how to cope 
with suffering and tragedy (Park, 2005:711).

I found the broad definition of religion as proposed by Woodhead (2010) most 
fitting for understanding religion for this work. She describes religion as culture, 
including belief, meaning‑making, values, tradition and memory. This book engage 
with several elements of religion in relation to the media namely religious text, 
meaning making, transcendence, moral guidance, belief, culture ,practice and 
coping with life. It start with religion as sacred text and film, moving to the value 
of film for religious education, followed by a focus on how the act of watching 
film creates an opportunity for meaning-making and engagement with values 
and provides a discussion platform in youth ministry. The last chapters focus on 
specific films, including a chapter commenting on an aspect of a film that seems 
to perpetuate existing dominant and oppressive discourses, whilst the last chapter 
shares insight on the theological value of film.

Media
Media is not a modern phenomenon, because media has been there for as long 
as people have been communicating. I need to stress, however, that new ways 
of communicating are developing at a much faster pace today. Therefore, 
it is important that we not only pay attention to the technical affordances of 
the media, but also to what people do with media. According to Couldry and 
Hepp (2017:32), media means, “Technologically based media of communication 
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which institutionalized communication”. The mediatisation theory as postulated 
by Hjarvard (2008) implies that the media is a powerful medium that not only 
communicates religious messages, be it explicit or implicit, but also acts as an 
agent for religious change. The media has also developed into an institution with 
its own logic. Couldry and Hepp (2017:15) describes mediatisation as the deep, 
consistent and self‑enforcing role of media in mediated communication today. 
The increased presence of media and how it constructs the social world through 
its communicative affordances is, however, not the role of one media form. 
Instead, media operates in clusters of different media forms that mutually support 
each other. Film as medium can create religious experience and present religious 
messages in environments other than religious institutions, providing individuals 
with an opportunity to construct meaning from the content and experience of film.

Interplay between Religion and Media

Media uses religion in different ways, as in film, while religion also uses media 
to accomplish its own mission. Media and religion as two cultural and social 
institutions are interdependent because communication is a core aspect and 
activity of both. To understand religion, you need to understand the media, as it 
has become one of the main domains that presents religion on different platforms. 
Stout (2012:2) identifies at least two characteristics of the relationship between 
the media and religion, namely that organised religion is increasingly found in 
media like films, and elements of religion like ritual and community are experienced 
through the media. He concludes that media can therefore not be viewed as secular 
and understanding religion and religiosity can help us understand media. 

It is therefore better not to see the media and religion as two distinct phenomena, but 
to rather focus on the interface between the two influencing each other in numerous 
ways. Hoover (2003:10) is also of the opinion that religion and the media are 
coming together in the lived lives and practices of people. Audience reception of 
film is such a secular, everyday activity, that has religious significance for people as 
a form of lived religion, defined earlier. What people do in their everyday lives that 
can have religious significance, confirms the need to focus on the convergence of 
religion and media sharing the same space, instead of studying them as separate 
phenomena or institutions. Since the relationship between religion and media can 
be described as reciprocal, a better understanding of the media can assist us in 
understanding what religion means today, and the other way around. It is therefore 
important to take note of how religion is portrayed in the media, because the media 
is a primary source of what people know about religion (Stout, 2012:1). The term 
“interplay” emphasises the constant interaction between religion and the media and 
the effect of this interaction on each other as cultural institutions.
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Youth
There is not just one way of describing or understanding youth. The complexity of 
defining youth is well illustrated in the work of France (2007), who offers different 
perspectives on youth as social category. The functionalist theory, for instance, 
understands youth as an institution in society with certain roles and purposes in which 
age is of importance (France, 2007:34), whilst youth can also be understood as a 
way of living in a specific time and context as postulated by the generational theory 
(France, 2007:42). With that in mind, the focus on youth is an important one in 
this book. Several chapters narrate not only how especially young people consume 
film, but that it has educational and, more importantly, religious significance for 
them. Although the age aspect of youth is used to focus the empirical work, youth 
is not understood exclusively as people of a certain age. The focus on youth, as a 
unit of analysis, was not a random choice, but rather intentional, because young 
people grow up in a digital world, characterised by the pervasive presence of media. 
Therefore, young people across the globe are often the key users of technology and 
consumers of media forms like film, video games, etc. Often film stars are heroes 
and role models for young people, demonstrating the power and impact that these 
media forms have on their worldview and identity formation.

Scope of the Book 
This book presents interdisciplinary reflections on the interplay between religion 
and the media in general and film and religion in particular. Film is often viewed 
as a secular product and so the act of watching film is seldom related to religion, 
representing the sacred. Today the relationship between the media and religion is 
almost obvious, yet complex. This intersection between the media and religion, 
resulting in an almost interdependent relationship, is the focus of the book. Media, 
however, is a broad term that does not present a single phenomenon, and therefore 
one form of media is singled out in this book, namely film.

The understanding of film in this book is not limited to a product consisting of 
text, sound and images, but also the experience created in the viewer by all these 
elements. Therefore, an important aspect of this work is the value viewers ascribe 
to film as a source of meaning‑making. Studies often focus on theoretical reflection 
on the content of film, in other words an analysis of film as a particular text. There 
are, for instance, several books on the Bible and film, reflecting on how the Bible 
or religion is presented by film. This book, however, not only entails theoretical 
reflection, but substantiates such reflection with empirical work with especially 
young people. The words film and movies are used interchangeably in this volume.
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Although the religious and educational value of film is underscored in this work, it 
is always done with the understanding that the media does not have a linear affect. 
Subsequently, the complexity of the media and in this case, film, is demonstrated 
in the different chapters. This book portrays the media as an agent of cultural and 
religious change, and therefore underscores the necessity of critical, contextual and 
interdisciplinary reflection on the interplay between the media and religion.

Although engagement with media platforms is not overtly religious activities, it will 
become evident through this book that these online spaces can create religious 
experience that facilitates the complex process of meaning-making. Identity formation 
is a primary process in the life of young people. It is not only a psychological 
process, but also a spiritual one in which existential questions about life and how 
it should be lived, are essential. Research in this book indicates that young people 
not only associate with the stories told by film, but also integrate and reread their 
life stories through these stories, as they inspire them to become the people they 
wish to be. At the same time, findings indicate that film often confirms and reinforces 
dominant and oppressive discourses and practices that could be harmful, that need 
to be exposed and criticised.

The fact that participants are from different countries, universities, and disciplines, 
contributes to the richness of the discussions and theoretical frameworks presented. 
I hope that the interdisciplinary nature of the work makes it accessible for different 
disciplines like theology, and religious media, cultural and youth studies. A concerted 
effort was made to invite contributions not only from established researchers, but 
to specifically include younger academics focusing on race and gender diversity.

Although the work does not promise a focus on religions, the strong focus on 
Christianity can be viewed as a limitation.

Outline of Chapters 
Chapter 1 deals with the relationship between film and religion from a biblical 
perspective. The reflection takes place against the background of film as cultural 
shaper and reference point for the norms, values and aspirations of society. The 
central argument of the chapter centres around the movement or change with respect 
to the study of films from a biblical perspective, called the bidirectional hermeneutical 
flow between the Bible and film. Bidirectional hermeneutics not only focuses on 
the fact that movies have biblical notions and motifs, but also acknowledges the 
contributions of films to make sense of the Bible. The engagement of movies with 
the Bible therefore enriches and challenges existing biblical interpretive patterns 
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and content. Reference is made to several movies that illustrate the argument for 
bidirectional hermeneutics. The chapter also points out the implications of the 
democratisation of biblical interpretation, which was restricted to biblical scholars 
in the past.

Chapter 2 unpacks the value of film for faith education by focusing on the importance 
of stories as an integral part of film. This chapter understands faith education not 
only as the sharing of information, but also as equipping children and young people 
with interpretive and didactic resources. It is argued that to empower youth with 
these skills, educators should take the media seriously as a socialising agent with a 
significant influence on how worldviews are formed and on meaning-making today. 
Therefore, a multi-level approach to film as a source for holistic faith education is 
suggested. The chapter also discusses the different elements of worldview and adds 
a theological element that broadens the understanding of worldview.

Chapter 3 extends the conversation started in chapter 2 by demonstrating how the 
creative elements of media literacy could be utilised for holistic religious education. 
The chapter reports on an empirical study in which three elements of media literature 
were used, namely stories, videography and photography, to facilitate religious 
education. Participatory youth culture is one of the motivations behind the method, 
which postulates that young people are not only consumers of media, but also 
producers thereof. This learning process provides an opportunity for students 
to reflect on their own life stories and identities in a creative way that opens up 
possibilities for them to explore aspects of transcendence and meaning-making that 
are vital to their spiritual and faith formation.

The model presented in chapter 4 deconstructs the complex process of meaning-
making while watching films. This model describes a process called “thick viewing”, 
because there are layers that viewers engage with when watching film, including 
the combination of affect and cognition, as well as a combination of intra-text 
and extra-text critique. A schematic illustration of meaning‑making is presented, 
demonstrating the processes of meaning‑making. This model is informed by an 
example of empirical work from a project that focused on spectator engagement 
in film.

Chapter 5 builds on the theoretical reflection of chapter 4 by focusing on the religious 
function of film from a viewer’s perspective. Audience reception is therefore central 
to this chapter, which attempts to figure out what is the religious value of film as 
expressed by viewers. In depth interviews were conducted with young people and 
one of the significant findings was that it is not religious films that are their favourites, 
but rather films with no explicit religious theme or focus. Personal stories are the 
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most important lens used to engage with film and construct meaning. It became 
evident that the act of watching film is an important everyday activity in the lives 
of young people, not only for recreational purposes, but that it has an impact on 
how they live their lives. Engagement with film assists them to navigate difficulties 
they experience, while their contexts and especially religious backgrounds play an 
important role in the interpretation process.

Chapter 6 engages with a similar question to that addressed in the previous chapter 
by exploring the use of film to create a platform for discussion in youth ministry. 
Findings gathered from focus groups consisting of young people and youth leaders 
indicate that film could be utilised to facilitate fruitful discussions on personal and 
social issues. The chapter reports on the educational value of film as reported by 
youth and youth leaders. It is interesting to note that both youth and youth pastors 
acknowledge the educational value of film, as it addresses everyday issues that 
viewers can relate to and, more importantly, strive for.

In chapter 7 the focus shifts to the socialising power of film with specific reference 
to the formation of masculinity during adolescence. The discussion of film is 
plotted within the framework of popular culture, focusing on Superman as one 
of the favourite characters of many young people. The power of technological 
advancement is confirmed by how this comic book character remains relevant, as 
it is now also screened at cinemas. Although it is acknowledged that Superman 
means different things to different people, the chapter zooms in on the presentation 
of hegemonic masculinity as a dominant culture and religious view of being a 
man. The author explains that such dominant discourses and social constructions 
are often very subtle in films, but could have serious consequences for the healthy 
development of masculinity, as it could marginalise those who do not fit this norm. 
A plea is made for alternative, life-giving and more diverse social constructions of 
masculinity that include, and do not exclude and marginalise.

Chapter 8 presents a theological reflection on the film Babette’s Feast, initially released 
in 1987. Although the film provoked a plethora of opinions and interpretations, 
the theological significance of the film centres on the act of the refugee Babette, 
who spent all she had on a meal commemorating the death of her family. The 
author explains why the film is also the Pope’s favourite, after which he gives his 
own understanding of the theological significance of the film. Again, this is not an 
explicitly religious film, but it still provokes religious and theological questions that 
lead to theological reflection and responses.

Anita Cloete
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11
Scripturing 
Movies and 

Filming 
Scripture

Bidirectional 
Hermeneutics

Jeremy Punt

Introduction: Modern Culture, 
Bible and Film
Movies and spirituality are today often found in close 
proximity to each other and the connections between 
the Bible and films are indicative of this relationship.1 
Our focus here are on the intersections between the 
Bible and popular movies, which have started to move 
beyond portrayals of biblical stories or characters 
only, although such movies are still produced, as 
for example the 2018 movie, Paul, Apostle of Christ. 
Today’s popular movies relate in one way or another 
to the Bible and/or biblical themes, in different ways, 
and some more direct than others. Whereas past 
investigations almost exclusively explored how movies 
take up and explore biblical themes, the contribution 
of movies to biblical interpretation or reverse 
hermeneutical movement from film to Bible, has 
often been neglected. Considering both, bidirectional 
hermeneutical flows allows one to explore the value 
of biblical notions for making sense of movies, 
while appreciating how movies contribute to biblical 
interpretation introduces a dynamic, but complex 
set of implications. The argument is illustrated with 
reference to some recent films on the popular circuit.

1	 Some authors use “film” for those forms of the medium 
which pursues appreciation at a higher level for its 
artistic nature, and “movies” when entertainment value 
and commercial success are primary. This distinction 
is unhelpful for my purposes here, as it perhaps is 
generally, as well also in light of Browne’s reminder in 
his deliberate misquote of playwright Noël Coward, 
“Even at its most ‘commercial’ one must not dismiss … 
the potency of cheap movies” (Browne, 1997:10). I thus 
use film(s) and movies interchangeably.
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The interrelationship between culture, religion and theology is often both 
more pronounced and at the same time, more intricate, than what superficial 
comparisons and correspondences allow. In a brief, but engaging introduction to a 
book on this theme, and notwithstanding a self-declared USA-biased perspective, 
Cobb (2005:1‑25) traces some major developments in the relationship between 
culture, theology and religion, stressing an important, vital shift. In the earlier 
history of the world, religious and theological notions were explicitly present in 
cultural representation, given people’s perceptions about the interrelatedness if 
not integratedness of life. Since the Renaissance and Enlightenment, however, 
the gradual differentiation and even separation of cultural value spheres such as 
religion, family, art, science, politics and economy, meant that people could claim 
that their primary identity derives from any one of these spheres. So, unlike popular 
sentiment that would have it at times, it means that the contemporary links between 
Bible and film, or movies, have been neither natural nor normal. However, the 
ongoing, lingering effects, as well as a rediscovery of the religious, the theological 
and also the biblical in popular media – even then these elements are not always 
recognisable as such – ask for greater awareness in tracing such possible links and 
more reflection on the hermeneutics involved.

In the area of biblical studies, investigations of Bible and film are indicative of 
the growing interest to account for the wider reach of the Bible.2 The reach and 
extent of the Bible’s influence in society over many centuries has been vast, even if 
fluctuating, in different eras and localities, and even if such influence was neither 
always acknowledged nor necessarily accounted for.3 Moreover, the growth in 
cultural studies investigating the Bible, is an acknowledgement of its broad social 
impact, as well as of the democratisation of the Bible. This is characterised by 
the inclusion of other voices in society in the interpretation of the Bible, together 
with the ongoing development of what can be called “polyphonic hermeneutics” 
(Glancy, 1998:461).

2	 For an excellent account of the Bible and film, in the sense of how bibles feature in 
different ways (including as commodity and character) in a great variety of movies, 
see Moses (2004:399‑422). My focus here is more narrowly on the link between biblical 
notions and film, and the bidirectional flow between the two, i.e. the reciprocity 
between movies taking up and exploring biblical themes, and the contribution of movies 
to biblical interpretation, from film to Bible.

3	 However, hermeneutical shifts such as Fernando F. Segovia’s advocacy for and 
theorisation of “intercultural criticism” in biblical hermeneutics emphasises the 
constructed nature of the text as much as textual meaning as the result of an interactive 
process between reader and text, but never in a neutral way since the text is “filtered by 
and through the reader” (Segovia,1995c:296, cf 1995a:28-31; 1995b:7-17).
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The contemporary popularity of film is related to its ability to convey shared values 
and concerns and to address and even challenge the collective memory. “Popular 
culture (novels, film, music, journalism, sports, TV, fashion and advertising) 
encompasses the preferred art forms of our age, drawing in many of our most creative 
minds to produce it. In the culture at large it has become, for most, the primary 
instrument for forging personal identity and probing the cosmos for meaning.” 
(Cobb, 2005:291‑292) Movies reflect the meaningful symbols and values of 
society, and yet, at the same time, also shape them. In fact, some scholars reckon 
that in our era, popular media has become the most significant element in shaping 
human consciousness and reshaping language (Kysar, 2005:223). Movies have 
become a reference point in terms of norms and values, worldview and ideology, 
convictions and aspirations.4 A host of recent publications on film and religion, film 
and theology, and film and the Bible attest to both the growing involvement of film 
in people’s lives, as well as scholarly interest in these connections.5 Against this 
background, this brief reflection focuses its attention both on how the Bible features 
in film, and how film becomes a vehicle for how people reads and reaches back 
(in)to the Bible, that is, for the bidirectional hermeneutical flows between Bible 
and film.

Hollywood’s Mixed Feelings for the Bible
In large parts of the world, the Bible is part of a cultural legacy (Brenner, 2000:7‑12; 
Sugirtharajah, 2003:81), and feeds into, among others, the film and religion 
or theology or spirituality relationship, which today is often claimed as one of 
closeness.6 In fact, for many people the traditional division between popular media 

4	 Moreover, since all films are located in culture, and since all culture is ideological, films 
are inevitably entangled in ideology. This is true of all kinds of films, and of films of all 
parts of the world: “in relation to audience, the central dynamic is the relationship of film 
to culture; or more specifically between cinema and audience/reader and text [sc the 
film].” (Browne, 1997:11)

5	 Recent overviews and assemblages of studies on these and related topics, would include 
the following: on film and religion, see e.g. Lindvall (2004:3-40; 2005:3-44), Moses 
(2004:399-422); Walsh, Staley and Reinhardt (2013); on film and theology, see e.g. Marsh 
and Ortiz (1997); and, on film and the Bible see e.g. Burnette-Bletsch (2016), Vander 
Stichele and Copier (2016). See also below in list of works cited for a still wider range of 
related studies.

6	 The well-known director, Martin Scorcese is on record as saying: “When I was a little 
younger … I wanted to be a priest. However, I soon realised that my real vocation, my 
real calling, was the movies. I don’t really see a conflict between the church and the 
movies, the sacred and the profane. Obviously, there are major differences. But I can 
also see great similarities between a church and movie-house. Both are places to come 
together and share a common experience.” (Marsh & Ortiz, 1997: title page)



4   | Religion, Film and Youth

like movies and religious convictions and dispositions has all but disappeared. It is 
no longer uncommon to find religion-oriented guides on how to talk about movies 
or on movie-watching as spiritual exercise (e.g. Davidson, 2017), on notions 
such as reel spirituality (e.g. Johnston, 2000) or screening Scripture (e.g. Aichele 
& Walsh, 2002), and some authors even go so far to postulate film as religion 
(e.g. Lyden,  2003; Marsh, 2004). Connections between the Bible and movies, 
and appreciation for the connections, explain why movies have moved beyond 
biblical films which retell biblical stories, even though such movies remain and still 
attract audiences.

However, the earlier genre of respectful films on the Bible in the style of an early 
exponent like The Greatest Story Ever Told has become uncommon today, for different 
reasons. References and prejudices of contemporary audiences, as well as major 
production houses’ reluctance to engage serious religious subjects (Cieply, 2014), 
have nevertheless not meant that serious films about religion are no longer produced. 
Films on Jesus Christ and his legacy include for example The Last Temptation of 
Christ, Jesus Christ Superstar, Jésus de Montréal (“Jesus of Montreal”), while the 
contextual Son of Man and recent mainline Son of God have recently been released, 
as were other Bible-related movies such as Noah with Russell Crowe.7

Within this genre of Bible movies, it is very typical to find that movies constitute 
composite portrayals of characters and events. This is particularly noticeable in 
Jesus-movies where the different accounts of the Gospels, and sometimes others 
too,8 are joined into a movie plot for a specific purpose and audience. As for 
cinematic portrayals of Jesus Christ, Loughlin reminds us that Jesus films are not 
the same as Christ films, and that a movie such as Passion of the Christ fits the latter 
category better. “Gibson’s film stands in a long line of what have become known 
as Jesus films, films about the life of the Nazarene. These are often contrasted with 
Christ films, movies where certain Christic motifs inform characterisation, theme 
and/or plot. And though Gibson’s film is about the historical Jesus, it might more 
reasonably be described as a Christ film, since unlike most of its predecessors it 
does not doubt that Jesus is the Christ, and Christ as the incarnate second person 
of the Trinity”. (Loughlin, 2012:124)

7	 Related genres are Bible-related series such as Downey and Burnett’s mini-series, 
The Bible, or various children’s series based on the Bible, but there are no room for this 
discussion here. Movies where the relationship to the Bible, e.g. Pompeii, billed as a 
disaster-adventure film, are also not considered here.

8	 In Gibson’s Passion of the Christ, for example, the (anti-Semitic) visions of the Roman 
Catholic nun Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774-1824) as captured in her The Dolorous 
Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ played a central role in putting together the events 
surrounding the death of Jesus, and served as a hermeneutical frame for the passion in 
the gospel according to Matthew.
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The 2018-release Paul, Apostle of Christ is a good example of Bible-based movies. 
It is a portrayal of part of Paul’s imprisonment in the Mamertine prison in Rome 
before his eventually execution during the time of Caesar Nero. The plot, again, rests 
on a composite of elements taken from Paul’s letters, the Acts of the Apostles and 
Christian tradition and reception history over time. The movie portrays the imagined 
visiting of Paul in prison by the apostle Luke to enable him to put the Acts of the 
Apostles together. Mauritius, the warden’s initial resistance against Paul gradually 
changes into a changed attitude, especially after the efforts of Paul, Luke and the 
other Jesus followers help to bring about the recovery of Mauritius’s ill daughter. 
Such composite portrayals often incorporate elements which are not part of the 
same biblical narrative, notwithstanding claims to the contrary (McLean, 2018). 
For the largest part, audiences will not find such plotlines problematic, since the 
erstwhile basic working knowledge of biblical narratives like the exemplary persons 
in the history of the church, rituals and symbols associated with the Bible and 
church, or even the essentials of the church creeds, can no longer be assumed. 
Increasingly, then, both in the sense of larger numbers of people and also across a 
broader, global spectrum, popular culture and media determine the conceptions of 
the world of whole generations (Cobb, 2005:7; Moses, 2004:415).9

The influential role of popular media is not to be denied, but so too neither the 
presence of biblical motifs, elements, characters or themes in popular movies 
outside the biblical movies genre. Apart from film scholars and theologians, biblical 
scholars like Robert Jewett (1999) and Larry Kreitzer (1999) have shown upon 
the widespread, subliminal presence of biblical matter in movies. Two blockbuster 
movies, both of which were major box-office successes and introduced new takes 
on science-fictions movies, each in its own right, Blade Runner and The Matrix, 
are replete with explicit and surreptitious biblical notions, even if they both are 
far removed from the genre of biblical film. In Blade Runner the parable of the 
Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) forms a prominent and interesting biblical intertext 
that lingers throughout the movie.10 Names and themes in The Matrix are suggestive 
of biblical or Bible-related elements, presented in twenty-first century format. Cypher 

9	 “Television, movies, a multitude of genres of music, amusement parks, fast food 
franchises, action heroes, Dr Seuss, Disney, DreamWorks, comic books, advertising, 
soundtracks, mail order catalogues, video games, contemporary fiction, sports, 
celebrities, journalism, wall art and science fiction have been the primary sources of the 
myths, parables, iconographies, hagiographies, devils and heroes that orient them in 
life. From this plethora of material, whole generations now attempt through bricolage to 
invest life with meaning and find a justification for their lives.” (Cobb, 2005:7)

10	 In Blade Runner the almost apocalyptic scenario and religious specific references such as 
the “God of mechanics” who “controls access to heaven” also suggest a lingering, subtle 
interest in exploring spiritual and religious aspects of human life and society in the world 
of celluloid science fiction.
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invokes Lucifer, the one who eventually betrays Neo and his group’s mission, and 
who identifies himself as “messenger” reminiscent of the portrayal of Satan in Job 
(HB). It is in particular the focus on the messianic “One”, called Neo, with his initial 
messianic self-denials which contrasts with the hope and testimony of his followers 
that invoke Gospel analogies in the NT (see Punt, 2003, 2007).

The value of considering intertextual links between biblical literature and the popular 
media is clear, but complicated and multifaceted. Biblical scholarship often points 
to how such links underline the Bible’s reception history and, indeed, the lingering 
influence of both the Bible and its interpretive legacy in an increasingly secular 
world.11 From a cultural studies perspective on biblical materials, in particular, the 
ongoing biblical intertextuality in film attests to the level and depth of the penetration 
of the Bible in the modern world, and allows for unpacking the often assumed, 
and purportedly common-sense aspects of modern society.12 For the Bible, apart 
from other roles it occupies, is of course also a cultural document and part of the 
cultural legacy of large parts of the world.13 Throughout history and still in the 
current context, and with the ongoing jostling for hermeneutical power between 
confessional and non-confessional readings,14 the Bible’s use in popular media like 
movies stimulate investigations into the reversal of the hermeneutical flow between, 
or better still, the bidirectional hermeneutics of the Bible in film.

Biblical Interpretation Gaining from Movies
The film industry has not only found the Bible to provide plot-lines and intrigues fit 
for movies, but movies have often managed to return the favour. Films contribute to 

11	 But this has to be qualified, since although institutional religion is on the decline and 
in some areas heavily and increasingly so, a worldwide increase in matters related to 
spirituality is recorded. “The functionalist focuses on institutional religion had failed 
to notice that, while institutional religion was declining, religion as movements and as 
cultural practice was growing in importance.” (White, 2004:197)

12	 Of the many different factors playing a role in how the Bible function in film, 
denominational specificity also play a role: “Films in Protestant settings, especially 
those about charismatic preachers in the Bible Belt, use the Bible as cultural object 
far more dramatically (even histrionically) than films set among Catholics and Jews.” 
(Moses, 2004:417)

13	 The role of religion needs renewed attention, too: “The functionalist focuses 
on institutional religion has failed to notice that, while institutional religion was 
declining, religion as movements and as cultural practice was growing in importance.” 
(White, 2004:197)

14	 What Sugirtharajah (2003:47) argues for East Asian retellings of the Prodigal Son, 
applies across a broader spectrum: “Unlooped from the binds of Christian interpretative 
traditions, biblical narratives will keep on offering new complexities and dimensions to 
the story.”
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the interpretation of the Bible as much as the Bible is an important intertext in many 
films.15 It is often the multicultural diversity of film audiences which lead to filmmakers 
compensating for the lack of a common and predictable canonical subtext. Biblical 
narratives are completed or augmented in ways that amount to functional over-
determinations and where the symbolic and iconographic characteristics of the film 
genre in which the story is embedded determine the shades of meaning rather than 
the original, biblical content (Moses, 2004:415). As was argued in greater details 
elsewhere, even popular, blockbuster movies like The Matrix or Blade  Runner, 
have no intent to portray or even be associated with biblical narratives or themes, 
yet nevertheless often enrich those biblical themes or narratives which these 
movies enlist and exploit (Punt, 2003, 2007). Popular movies often reverse the 
hermeneutical flow, enriching biblical interpretation by presenting alternative ways 
of understanding its narratives, plots and characters – in this way a bidirectional 
hermeneutics is established.

The connection between the Bible and film comprises more than movies portraying 
biblical stories or characters, although these movies seem to remain popular 
among certain audiences. The wide appeal of film is characteristic of popular 
culture that engages people on a wide spectrum, including on the more existential 
issues such as life and death.16 Questions about life and death from time to time 
include questions about God or the supernatural, and often permeate even films 
not expressly pursuing a connection with religion or the Bible (Bergesen & Greeley, 
2000:17-19).17 Film directors typically have a strong influence on how their movies 
explore links with religion and the Bible. Loughlin (2012:122) sees the protagonists 
in Scorsese’s movies not so much as Christ-figures in the sense of replicating the 
Nazarene’s life in new context, but rather as “Christ-identified-figures, and identified 
with his suffering as in itself salvation; a purifying of the soul through the spilling of 
blood”. Past investigations which almost exclusively explored how movies take up 

15	 Honouring bidirectional hermeneutical flows implies, among other things, a break 
with that part of conventional biblical scholarship that holds onto objective neutrality 
in interpretative processes and an impoverished semantic position that a text has 
only one meaning. Interpretation is of course never neutral and never exegesis in 
the absolute sense of the word, as if the opposite is both exegesis and abhorrent. 
Different levels and forms of eisegesis are all that exist, situated in ideology. See further 
Punt (2016a:853‑855; 2016b:289-313).

16	 Generalising, Morris (2013) thinks that NT films play “to the basic humanity in us 
all – perhaps in the simple hope that it will make us a little more understanding, tolerant 
and more emotionally enlightened as we move through this thing called life”.

17	 Bergesen and Greeley go to great lengths to stress that they are sociologists and 
not theologians, nor apologists for faith and/or religion, although they profess their 
denominational faiths (Bergesen & Greeley, 2000:177). See Miles (1996:xiv) on film’s 
supposed “invidious triviality”.
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and explore biblical themes, have all too often overlooked the impact of movies on 
biblical interpretation. This reverse hermeneutical flow, from movie to Bible, or more 
properly, bidirectional hermeneutical flows have wide impact and allow for exploring 
the value of biblical notions for making sense of movies, while appreciating how 
movies contribute to biblical interpretation.

In terms of hermeneutical bidirectionality, Blade Runner suggests that emotions 
play a vital role in human existence, together with the anxiety and anguish. This 
creates liminality and vulnerability, at times this leads to animosity between 
people, but also attempts to achieve reconciliation. Within this broader setting, the 
intertextual echoes of the parable of the Prodigal Son in Blade Runner highlight 
both the inter‑relational animosity of the parable, but at the same time show upon 
vulnerability as both the ground for and means by which animosity is refused and 
challenged. This movie, building on the acknowledgement and actualisation of 
vulnerability, also as a means of addressing animosity, challenges the traditional 
conviction that authority authenticates vulnerability: that the father/creator assumes, 
or should necessarily assume, accountability. Blade Runner challenges prodigals 
of Luke as much as those of today to do more than turn around, but to also assume 
responsibility for their own lives and those of others (Punt, 2007). In this way, 
Blade Runner picks up, but also advances the interpretation of the Lukan parable, 
challenging the movie’s audience to rethink the prodigal along, but also outside the 
lines of traditional biblical interpretation.

The Matrix also interacts hermeneutically with biblical themes, evidencing an 
adaptation of already present religious notions among the film’s audiences. The 
movie becomes a metaphor for humankind reaching beyond itself, in search for a 
better world, beyond an illusionary reality, foreseen to be mediated by a messiah 
and a process which will necessarily entail violence.18 It provides a fascinating 
appropriation of biblical themes and allusions, providing a contemporary and 
non-conformist investigation of biblical material, and in this case, also of the 
interrelationship between messianic figures, their followers and violence. Of all 
the biblical elements, actors and scenes, none is as powerful as the complex of 
ideas around the messiah figure. The movie vividly explores how messiahship is 
epitomised firmly and primarily by violence, allowing a renewed appreciation for 
Jesus’ cross in the NT, but also for ensuing rituals like baptism with its dying 

18	 The movie has also given cause to some conspiracy theory authors, such as David Icke 
(2001), to argue that The Matrix is much more than a movie script, but in fact reflects our 
reality. The life which we live and think that we live, is but an illusion, while our lives are 
controlled by an interdimensional, subterranean, reptilian race. For Icke it is then also but 
a short step towards confirming the illuminati conspiracy, the Rothchild family’s control 
over Israel, and the Holocaust “industry” (à la Finkelstein).
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(and rising) sentiments, and holy communion’s body and blood signs. The movie’s 
insistence on the violence inherent to messiahship cauterises the latter against its 
romanticisation, putting in perspective the development of religious festivals now 
etched in the violence Jesus and others had to suffer, like Christmas against the 
backdrop of the slaughter of the infants, or Easter embedded in the passion of Jesus 
(Punt, 2003:139‑155). The Matrix picks up on a familiar theme in the Bible, the 
link between a messiah figure and violence, but both insists that violence constitutes 
the messianic and resists a superficial sentimentalising of the messiah.

The appreciation of bidirectional hermeneutics in the Bible and film-intertextualities 
acknowledges not only that movies take up biblical notions, themes or characters 
into their plots. Bidirectional hermeneutics also recognises the contribution of 
movies to making sense of the Bible, and how it allows for renewed engagement 
with, enrichment of, and challenge to established biblical interpretive patterns and 
content. Basic to the success of movies is the narrative plot or narrativity, which is 
the engine which drives the audience during the journey on which the film takes 
them. Underneath the narrative of the film made up of elements such as plot, 
causality, time and space, range and flow of information, narrative conventions, 
characters and their development and so on, is found in the ideology of the film 
(Browne, 1997:16-17). It seems that when biblical aspects are taken up into the 
plots of movies, a bidirectional flow is created which in the end contributes not only 
to movie plots, but also to the (reimagined) interpretation of the Bible. If indeed, 
as Cobb (2005:7) would have it, that, “The media-world has ... become a new 
cultural sphere with its own distinctive good and guiding norms, its own protective 
institutions, its own creeds, laws, monuments, prophets, myths and rituals, and 
discipline of inquiry (culture studies)”, what is the possible impact of bidirectional 
hermeneutics for the Bible and film intersections?

Dealing with Bidirectional Hermeneutical Flows
The relationship of the Bible to film, as to art, music and other areas, is an indication 
of the extent to which the Bible’s influence is constantly extended or the broadening 
out beyond biblical scholars’ horizons and interests. Paul Tillich’s notion that “while 
religions depend upon the cultures in which they find themselves for their forms of 
expression, cultures draw the meaning that they hold for those who inhabit them 
from an underlying substrate of religious faith” (Cobb, 2005:5), has never been 
more appropriate in the history of the world than today. The Bible and popular 
media intersections are also indicative of two other matters. One, the Bible cannot 
simply be fenced in for the purposes of any specific community, notwithstanding 
(strong) claims on the Bible or appeals to historical practices, and two, with the 
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Bible out in the open, beyond the control of academic and theologians and the 
church, a process of democratisation of the Bible is underway, not totally unlike 
what happened since the nineteenth century when the academic study of the Bible 
wrestled it from the total control exercised over it by clerics (Punt, 2012:44). The 
bidirectional hermeneutical flows in Bible and film underscores these matters in a 
profound way.

Bidirectional hermeneutical flows between the Bible and film vary, and may at 
times, like beauty, of course be in the eyes of the beholders or interpreters.19 At any 
rate, if nothing else, hermeneutics as interpretive venture involves not only the object 
of interpretation, but also those who act as agents of interpretation, neither of whom 
can fully control the interpretive process. Like readers with texts, viewers make sense 
of movies; like texts impacting on their readers, so do movies their audiences. In 
the ongoing hermeneutical flows between Bible and film, the reverse flow from film 
to Bible as mooted in the past (e.g. Jewett, 1999; Kreitzer, 1999) underscores 
that the hermeneutical flows are probably best represented as bidirectional. Rather 
than perceiving bidirectional hermeneutical flow as a threat to biblical interpretation, 
Cobb’s (2005:6) claim for the relationship between theology and popular culture 
can be expanded also to Bible and film: “a better understanding of popular culture 
and its fascinations might assist theology to overcome some of its own prejudices 
and break through some of its impasses.”

The democratisation of the Bible is an important theme in modern society, brought 
about by an increasing awareness of societal and various other hegemonies 
and a stronger sense of (the need for) self-actualisation.20 But such instances 
of the democratisation of the Bible are not uncomplicated. So too a bidirectional 
hermeneutical flow at times can contribute not so much to clarify understanding 
as it may complicate and even introduce foreign notions, often formed by long 
interpretive histories, into the text. A case in point is a literary scholar’s remark that 
Passion of the Christ is better categorised as part of the horror genre, and highlights 
the film’s primary allegiance to its own medium and transferring its “theatrics” into 

19	 Bidirectional hermeneutical flow is only one of a wide range of theoretical justifications 
for exploring the overt and subliminal interrelationship of Bible and film. Others include: 
their mythic and ritualistic way of operation; sharing religious functions or settings; 
dealing with existential questions; transmitting important values; resolving cultural 
tensions; providing escape; both are cultural artifacts or ideological tools; share in 
common discourse and content features; and, both are “popular” products (Aichele & 
Walsh, 2002:x). See also Browne (1997:9‑19).

20	 “We seem conditioned with each rising generation to subvert the dominant paradigm, 
but then find some novel way to reconcile our rebellion with the enticements to 
consume.” (Cobb, 2005:12)
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the biblical narrative. In the end, “it becomes harder to tell the difference between 
the believer who meditates on the passion and the person who goes to the cinema 
for the pleasure of watching torture and death” (Loughlin, 2012:125). At the same, 
though, such social patterns are also a stark reminder that “a film [is] one voice 
in a complex social conversation, occurring in a particular historical moment” 
(Miles, 1996:xiii), and that the democratisation of the Bible through film should 
not be idealised.

Getting to grips with bidirectional hermeneutical flows are complicated by other 
factors as well. A primary obstacle is that the flow is never primarily from and to the 
biblical texts. To a certain extent, the connection between Bible and films has ever 
really been only about biblical interpretation, or even better, the history of biblical 
interpretation and film (see also Loughlin, 2012:122‑130).21 In other words, is 
the connection often called Bible and film not better worded by reception history 
of the Bible and film, knowing full well that these very explorations feed also the 
connection? Another particular challenge in the Bible and film relationship concerns 
the different media formats of the two spheres. “While objects in the cinema by and 
large ‘are’ content, books as objects ‘have’ content, however generic the content 
may be” (Moses, 2004:400). Not only are these different genres hermeneutically 
tapping off one another, each own genre specific aspects are bound to rub off on the 
other, rendering ambivalent media.

Finally, the relationship between the Bible and film calls for acknowledgement of 
both the intertextual embeddedness of all parties concerned, as well the triadic 
nature of comparisons. What J.Z. Smith posits for comparing religions, holds 
true for comparing Bible and film, too. Comparisons do not only entail the two 
elements related to one another, but always include an implicit “more than-” or 
“with respect to”-component, connected most often to the audience or interpreters’ 
interests (Smith, 1990:51). While a film does not permit an infinite number of 
interpretations, a spectator make sense of it according to his or her education and 
life‑experiences, as well as a repertoire of film conventions and viewing habits 
(Miles, 1996:10). That is, the relationship between Bible and film include other, 

21	 In fact, the history of biblical interpretation reflected, and inverted, in film is vast. As 
Moses (2004:400) puts it, “The Bible comes to the screen charged with centuries of 
variously transmitted contents, versions, interpretations, and cultural usages ... the 
Bible on screen can convey a great deal, without abandoning the narrative unfolding 
of its immediate contact with plot, with characters and with other screen objects. 
Such contact always already implies all kinds of previous translations and adaptations: 
translations presupposed by differing cultural codes, different historical moments, 
differing social contexts; adaptations driven by differing creative agendas, both formal 
and ideological.”
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triadic components which would also have to be accounted for in investigations of 
bidirectional hermeneutical flows.

Conclusion
The media world is increasingly becoming both the cultural environment in which 
people feel at home, but which also serves at the source of their worldviews and 
which provides them with the resources for making sense of life (Cobb, 2005:72).22 
It is against this backdrop that one scholar has remarked that the true magic of film 
is that it does not produce a special effect only, but also a spiritual effect (Loughlin, 
2012:130). Much of this is under-theorised, since as much as movies do not 
always account for their intertextual engagement with biblical notions, the value of 
cinematographic contributions to biblical interpretation are considered even less. 
Teasing out such connections between Bible and film in theological deliberation can 
open up further and even deeper dimensions in the contemporary understanding 
of biblical texts (e.g. Punt,  2003:139-155). Beyond formal theological study, 
also in communities of faith, spiritual effects of movies, popular or otherwise, often 
interact with biblical themes or communicate visually about the Bible, but are also 
related to bidirectional hermeneutical flows in such interactions. In fact, not only 
images, but “visual practices matter, because they are part of the fabric of social 
and religious life” (Heath, 2013:8). The so-called ordinary readers of the Bible are 
often also those who watch movies, so that alertness to the links between the Bible 
and movies could enrich cinema-goers experiences, but moreover, allow for the 
discovery of further, alternative interpretations of biblical texts they are familiar with. 
In the words of Shohat (2004:23), “the displacement of written text onto a cinematic 
space ... cannot be appreciated solely in its formal dimension; rather, it must be 
seen within a larger, millennial movement across philosophical traditions and 
cultural spaces”. Acknowledgement of bidirectional hermeneutical flows provides 
an accountable platform for analysis and can do justice to both components in 
exploring the relationship between the Bible and film.
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Story and 
Meaning-

Making

A Multilevel 
Approach to Film in 

Faith Education

Margunn Serigstad Dahle

The next generation of pastors, teachers, 
and therapists must not only learn the 

language of film but also develop the art of 
interpretation – seeing and hearing what’s 

happening on big (and small) screens. 
Detweiler, 2008:29

Introduction
Storytelling is core to our media-saturated, everyday 
life, as it has been throughout human history. People 
need stories in order to make sense of one’s world 
and life. For centuries, folk tradition and official religion 
were the major providers of such stories. Nowadays, 
in many parts of the world, “the cinema storytellers 
have become the new priests” (Johnston, 2006:28). 
Contemporary cinema plays a key role in exploring 
existential questions and thereby offers the viewers 
vital material for their meaning-making processes. 
Therefore, “[both] the filmmaker and the film-viewer are 
in the storytelling business” (Johnston, 2006:135). 
Story reigns supreme in film.

What, then, are the typical messages that we encounter 
in the film stories? And how does one relate these stories 
to the overall biblical storyline? This essential, but often 
neglected task in faith education is at the heart of this 
chapter. This will be addressed from an action research 
perspective, with a focus both on movies and television 
series, and with church and youth ministry as the 
arenas for faith education. In our setting, the latter term 
describes Christian education where children and youth 
are being intentionally equipped with interpretative, 
didactic, and/or formative resources.
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It is appropriate to apply an action research perspective in this chapter (See Bennett, 
Graham, Pattison & Walton, 2018: 92‑94). A multilevel approach to movies and 
television series, developed through my long-term research in religious education as 
a reflective process of progressive problem solving, plays an increasingly significant 
role in my media literacy work. This includes involvement as a practitioner within the 
global evangelical Lausanne movement,1 where I am seeking to promote new media 
engagement (See L. Dahle, 2014) practices for faith education within church, youth 
ministry and family contexts through teaching, writing and consulting. The aim is 
to contribute to more intentional and effective film engagement within this global 
community of practice and beyond.

The perspective adopted on film in faith education in this chapter is interdisciplinary, 
with an emphasis on worldview theory and missiology. As a researcher and 
practitioner, I am writing from three basic premises: 

1.	 Faith educators in churches and youth ministries should take media platforms 
and media messages seriously as significant influencers on socialisation 
and worldview formation. 

2.	 Movies are key examples of such media influencers, with rich communication 
and with great potential impact on children and youth.

3.	 Faith educators need a multifaceted, comprehensive approach to movies, 
which include their functions both as visual storytellers and as influencers in 
meaning-making.

The chapter has three parts: First, a comprehensive articulation of a multilevel 
approach to film, documenting my reflective process of progressive problem 
solving; secondly, a selection of some relevant theological aesthetical reflections 
on film from evangelical writers, especially from within the Lausanne tradition; and 
thirdly, a brief outline of how the multilevel approach to film may be integrated into 
a holistic faith education.

1	 For a comprehensive introduction to the Lausanne Movement, see Dahle, Dahle & 
Jørgensen, 2014.
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Establishing a Multilevel Approach to Film in Faith Education

Developing a Multilevel Approach to Movies and Television Series in 
Faith Education Research

Movies and television series have increasingly become a focus of academic 
studies in various disciplines and from a wide variety of theoretical angles.2 My 
own exploration of visual, fictional stories from the perspective of worldview theory 
started with an in-depth textual analysis of the highly popular quality teen soap 
Dawson’s Creek.3 This study (Dahle, 2002) interacted with a selection of Nordic and 
Anglo-American theologians, worldview theoreticians, and cultural critics, including 
John Nome, Axel Smith, Anders Jeffner, Per Magne Aadnanes, Peder Gravem and 
James W. Sire, in order to develop and apply a toolbox for worldview analysis of and 
theological engagement with fictional media messages (Dahle, 2002, 2003, 2006).

This interaction with worldview theory resulted in an initial conceptual framework 
for defining and understanding worldviews. Following Aadnanes (2002) and his 
‘life view’ concept, worldviews may be described both as subjective and objective 
systems of thought. Whereas the former are close to Gravem’s (1996) emphasis 
on the personal meaning-making process (‘life interpretation’), the latter consist of 
historical traditions and contemporary trends, whether religious or secular. Whereas 
Aadnanes describes the content as consisting of views on values, humanity and 
reality, I added faith as a fourth element.4 This conceptual framework was also 
informed by Sire’s (1997) early definition of worldview as “a set of presuppositions 
(assumptions which may be true, partially true or entirely false) which we hold 
(consciously or subconsciously, consistently or inconsistently) about the basic 
makeup of our world” (Sire, 1997:16).5

The methodological approach (‘the toolbox’), as set forth and applied to various 
fictional universes in these earlier contributions, consists of four parts:

1.	 The first step is to identify key characteristics of the observable praxis in the 
fictional universe, such as behaviour and conversation, through a focus on 
plot, character and dialogue of the movie or the television series.

2.	 Step two is to identify key worldview elements in the observable praxis, such 
as foundational views of ethical values, humanity, reality and faith.

2	 See e.g. The Blackwell Philosophy and Pop Culture Series.
3	 See http://www.sonypictures.com/tv/dawsonscreek/
4	 My inclusion of faith, understood as trust and search for meaning, was influenced by 

Nome and Smith.
5	 See also Gravem, 1996 and Aadnanes, 2002.
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3.	 The third step is to identify recognisable traces of key worldview traditions and 
trends in the uncovered worldview elements. This implies exploring how the 
ideas, convictions and beliefs of the fictional universe fit into common and 
influential ways of making sense of the world.

4.	 Step four moves from worldview analysis to theological engagement, through 
an identification of significant points of contact and points of tension in the 
fictional media messages. This implies comparing and contrasting with 
central propositions of Christian belief.6

Subsequent to these publications, further interaction with key communities of 
practice (see the next section) and significant developments within worldview 
theory led to an expansion of the conceptual framework and the methodological 
approach.7 Sire’s  revised definition (from 2004) was significant in this phase. 
David K. Naugle’s emphasis on the need to include both the intellectual ideas, the 
spiritual-moral dimensions, and the semiotic signs in a more holistic, conceptual 
understanding of worldview, was influential on Sire and resulted in a broader and 
more nuanced definition:

A worldview is a commitment, a fundamental orientation of the heart, that can 
be expressed as a story or in a set of presuppositions (assumptions which may be 
true, partially true or entirely false) which we hold (consciously or subconsciously, 
consistently or inconsistently) about the basic constitution of reality, and that 
provides the foundations on which we live and more and have our being. 

Sire, 2009:20; 2015:141.8 

The emphasis on ‘commitment’ and ‘a fundamental orientation of the heart’, 
affirmed my inclusion of faith as a foundational worldview element. Furthermore, 
this understanding of how worldviews often are being grasped as story, not only 
as rational propositions, is, of course, highly relevant to the worldview analysis of 
fictional, visual universes and to the process of meaning-making.

6	 “The identification of both points of contact and points of tension can be illustrated with 
reference to the worldview analysis of the television series Dawson’s Creek previously 
referred to. On the one hand, key points of contact identified in this well-known teen 
soap included a longing for identity, the affirmation of inner qualities as more important 
than image, the reality of friendships, a longing for an afterlife and questions about who 
God is (if He exists). On the other hand, among significant points of tension identified 
in this television series were traces of relativism, subjectivism, individualism, hedonism, 
secular humanism, naturalism, as well as existentialism.” (Dahle, 2006:171)

7	 See Dahle, 2015 (in a textbook for journalists) and Dahle & Skattum, 2010 (a textbook for 
Christian faith educators, see further below).

8	 See also Naugle, 2002



|   21Story and Meaning-Making

These insights from worldview theory, combined with (a) further engagement 
with film theory, (b) experience gained from several analyses of movies and 
television series, (c) curriculum development on theology and popular culture, and 
(d) interaction with key communities of practice in youth ministries and Christian 
high schools, resulted in a Norwegian textbook (2010) on film as a resource for 
churches and youth ministry in faith education.9 The major title, Manus for livet? 
indicates that movies and television series are offering ‘manuscripts for life’ for our 
meaning-making.10

Here, the methodological approach outlined above was expanded into a multilevel 
approach with six engagement phases, with an increased emphasis on the visual, 
fictional story as emotionally laden and aesthetically complex:

1.	 The first two phases belong to the preparatory stage and includes an emotional 
and an aesthetic phase. The first phase takes the initial emotional response to 
a fictional, visual story seriously, remembering the direct emotional impact of 
such stories and the resulting need to make space for emotional processing 
both individually and collectively. The second phase focuses on movies or 
television series as a visual narrative, taking into account the appropriate 
artistic forms, conventions and expressions.

2.	 The next three phases belong to the analytic stage (i.e. textual analysis 
from the perspective of worldview theory). Phase three is the identification 
of the observable praxis in the fictional universe, the fourth phase is the 
identification of worldview elements in the observable praxis, and the fifth 
phase is the identification of recognizable worldview traditions and trends in 
the identified worldview elements. 

3.	 The final sixth phase constitutes the follow-up stage, which is where a 
normative theological perspective is offered, identifying points of contact 
and points of tension in the fictional universe when compared with central 
propositions in Christian faith.11

The textbook provided an application of this multilevel approach with a thorough 
analysis of the Swedish movie As It Is In Heaven (2004). This emotionally appealing 
and intellectually stimulating film was immensely popular in the Nordic countries 
(and beyond). It was also highly appreciated by most film critics. The film contained 
many key identifiable references to a spectrum of recognizable worldviews including 

9	 This textbook was written as part of the national Norwegian faith education reform, 
primarily as a resource book for the Church of Norway in their cultural and spiritual 
engagement with 13-20 year olds. See further http://bit.ly/2Nq7RJb

10	 The title Manus for livet? was inspired by Axelson & Sigurdson, 2006.
11	 It should be emphasised, that my multilevel approach was influenced by a long-term 

dialogue with Tony Watkins, including reading his insightful Focus: The Art and Soul of 
Cinema (Watkins, 2007).
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Christian faith, secular humanism, postmodernism and pantheism. Using this film 
as a case illustrates how well suited the multilevel approach is for a nuanced 
engagement with films in faith education both individually, in groups and in plenary 
teaching and preaching.

The multilevel approach in six steps outlined above, has proved to be a fruitful 
analytic framework for textual analysis of popular media stories, both in-depth 
analyses in the academy and more popular analyses aimed towards direct use 
in faith education.12 In my own research, exploring the role of the Disney Universe 
in worldview formation has been a recent focus, relating this theme both to faith 
education in youth ministry (Dahle, 2017)13 and to early childhood education at 
large (Dahle & Kro, 2018). This analytical framework has also been inspirational 
for two earlier research contributions, both when exploring the media world of 
tweens as a missiological challenge (Dahle, 2014) and how some young Somali 
immigrants in Norway decode and relate to the values of a popular Norwegian 
television soap (Dahle & Kro, 2013).

Utilising a Multilevel Approach to Movies and Television Series in 
Faith Education Praxis

As a practitioner within the global evangelical Lausanne movement, I have interacted 
with three partly overlapping circles with communities of practitioners.14

The first circle is the immediate Norwegian context, where my role as team and 
production director of Damaris Norway provides a platform for research‑based 
communication, serving faith communities with training and resources in media 
literacy, media critique and Christian apologetics. The second circle is the 
intermediate European context, with the European Leadership Forum as a platform 
for lectures and workshops on media awareness, analysis and critique. The third 
circle is the wider global context, with the Lausanne Media Engagement Network as 
a platform for serving churches in the Global South with media engagement courses 
and workshops, equipping these churches for media analysis and critique.15

12	 I have been a supervisor for a number of projects in the various categories. The cases 
include Big Bang Theory, Modern Family, Grey’s Anatomy, Moana and Wonder Woman, as 
well as the popular Norwegian productions Hotel Caesar and Skam.

13	 See also http://engagingmedia.info/key-values-and-worldviews-in-the-disney-universe/
14	 See further www.damaris.no, www.euroleadership.org/Media_Communicators, 

http://foclonline.org/users/margunn-dahle-0 and www.engagingmedia.info (Accessed 
27 August 2018).

15	 This includes media engagement workshops in Madagascar, Peru, Uganda, Kenya, 
Ethiopia and Tanzania.

http://engagingmedia.info/key-values-and-worldviews-in-the-disney-universe/
http://www.damaris.no
http://www.euroleadership.org/Media_Communicators
http://foclonline.org/users/margunn-dahle-0
http://www.engagingmedia.info
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There are five aspects of this broad media engagement practice from the perspective 
of action research:

1.	 Conceptually, this practice illustrates ‘the third mission’ of higher education 
institutions,16 which also includes private Christian institutions (such as 
NLA  University College) engaging with societal needs and market demands 
within their own socio-cultural-economic contexts.

2.	 Strategically, the three ‘circles’ of Damaris Norway, European Leadership 
Forum and the Lausanne Media Engagement Network are natural ‘third 
mission’ socio‑cultural-economic contexts for the academic programme 
Communication & Worldviews at NLA University College.

3.	 Experientially, many participants in our media engagement workshops (at 
least in the Global South) express that media awareness (i.e. equipping for 
media literacy, analysis and critique) is the least known and most needed 
area and emphasis of our training.

4.	 Missiologically, the thematic emphasis on media awareness relates to 
a broad spectrum of key issues for church and youth ministry, including 
personal discipleship, faith education and evangelism.

5.	 Practically, there is an urgent global lack of relevant resources for media 
awareness in many churches and youth ministries.

These aspects constitute a framework for including three examples of how this 
media engagement activity operates in relation to key communities of practice. The 
first example is how Damaris Norway is serving private Christian schools at various 
levels with online resources and on-site seminars. This includes a pilot project in 
one of the Christian high schools (Lutheran), where the multilevel approach to 
movies and television series was taught for a number of years and utilised as a 
popular approach in the students’ final projects on film analysis and worldviews.17 
The second example is Uganda, with three annual workshops (since 2016) in 
media engagement for ministers, youth workers and schoolteachers working in 
the diocese of Kampala in Church of Uganda (Anglican). The third example is 
Ethiopia, where the theological institutions in the Mekane Yesu Church (Lutheran) 
are requesting media engagement workshops for theological teachers at various 

16	 “What is the university’s third mission? … The university is not only responsible for 
qualifying the human capital (education – the first mission) and for producing new 
knowledge (research – the second mission). Universities must [also] engage with 
societal needs and market demands by linking the university’s activity with its own 
socio-economic context.” https://www.igi-global.com/dictionary/universitys-third-
mission/51708 (Accessed 27 August 2018).

17	 The pilot project at Tryggheim High School included seminars for teachers, which 
resulted in a full integration of this approach in their own curriculum, thus strengthening 
their faith education. Subsequently, other Christian high schools have also adopted 
the approach.

https://www.igi-global.com/dictionary/universitys-third-mission/51708
https://www.igi-global.com/dictionary/universitys-third-mission/51708
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church-owned institutions, as a follow-up of a highly appreciated workshop for their 
national children and youth department in November 2017. The media awareness 
themes, with the multilevel approach to visual, fictional stories as a prime example, 
prove highly relevant both in Uganda and in Ethiopia. Both countries face an 
increasing plurality of global fictional stories, which is an immense challenge for 
faith education.

Reflecting on Selected Evangelical Theological Aesthetical 
Perspectives on Film 

Theological aesthetics is a growing interdisciplinary field “concerned with 
questions about God and issues in theology in the light of and perceived through 
sense knowledge (sensation, feeling, imagination), through beauty, and the arts” 
(Thiessen, 2004:1). The multilevel approach to film, as referred to above, is an 
attempt to take theological aesthetics seriously in faith education. This includes 
teaching emerging Christian generations to appreciate movies and television series 
as expressions of creativity, culture and art, while simultaneously assessing the 
messages in the fictional stories in terms of their worldview content.

However, traditionally, such a holistic approach to film has not been widely 
accepted across evangelical contexts.18 Many have grown up in church settings 
where pastors and youth leaders either have rejected film, have been ignorant of 
film or have lacked proper interest in film. Such attitudes still seem to be prominent 
in some evangelical circles, whether in the Global North or in the Global South. The 
opposite challenge is when Christians consider film only as entertainment, with 
no worldview messages, no influence or no impact whatsoever. This laissez-faire 
attitude is probably even more widespread globally than the attitudes of rejection 
and ignorance mentioned above.

Faith education in evangelical churches needs to face both these unhelpful sets of 
attitudes, by equipping emerging generations to engage with movies and television 
series through the multilevel approach. This may be enrichened and strengthened 
through an interaction with leading contemporary evangelical authorities on 
theological aesthetics and movies, such as Robert K. Johnston and Craig Detweiler. 
Johnston points out, “that there is a growing realization that movie stories offer 
diverse perspectives on life that, along with other types of reflection, invite religious 
dialogue” (Johnston, 2006:15).

18	 See e.g. Romanowski, 2007:27-42.
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Craig Detweiler suggests that we need the concept of general revelation for a balanced 
theological understanding and analysis of movies: “The theological term to describe 
this phenomenon is general revelation. It suggests that God can speak through 
anyone or anything at any time.” (Detweiler, 2008:30) This is in many ways a radical 
concept: “The same God who spoke through dreams and visions in the Bible is still 
communicating through our celluloid dreams − the movies. As the Spirit of God raised 
up unexpected sources of wisdom during biblical times, so the same creative Spirit 
is inspiring actors, screenwriters, and directors today.” (Detweiler, 2008:29) At the 
same time, it is important to realise the ambivalence and limits of general revelation 
as a key concept for engaging movies and moviegoers:

Movies diagnose our problems and posit our futures. But filmmakers have scant 
ideas about how to bridge the gap between our dreams and our realities. General 
revelation tells us plenty about how we live, what we do to each other, and what 
constitutes the human experience. Intimations of the divine, rumors of a golden 
past, and hope for a bright tomorrow are laced throughout contemporary films. 
But general revelation cannot save us. The films we have surveyed offer glimpses 
of sacrifice and models of redemption, but they lack the salvation found in Christ 
alone. Can we connect what we have seen on-screen with what has been revealed 
to us by our Creator God? Can our experience of the broken world meet the 
suffering and risen Son of God? Can the Spirit lift us out of the dark into the 
place we long to go? 

Detweiler, 2008:256

In an evangelical context such as the Lausanne Movement, we need to resource 
the youth also by tapping into the rich, but for many largely unknown, theological 
aesthetical heritage within that evangelical tradition.19 I have therefore chosen to 
introduce some selected theological aesthetical perspectives on film from evangelical 
theologians and cultural critics who would identify (explicitly or implicitly) with the 
overall theology and missiology of the Lausanne movement.20

John Stott was the leading Lausanne theologian from 1974-1989. He stressed 
the key missional concept of double listening, which is the art of carefully listening 
both to Scripture and to the contemporary world, in order to relate the one to the 
other. Stott pointed out in a famous admonition to Christian communicators: “If we 
can develop our capacity for double listening, will we avoid the opposite pitfalls of 
unfaithfulness and irrelevance, and be able to speak God’s Word to God’s world 
with effectiveness today.” (Stott, 1992:13)

19	 Detweiler was a keynote speaker at the Lausanne Global Consultation on Media in LA 
in 2013.

20	 See Dahle, Dahle & Jørgensen, 2014:1-10.
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In his homiletics textbook, I believe in preaching, Stott advises Christian preachers 
and communicators “to see some of the most notable films and plays, since 
nothing mirrors contemporary society more faithfully than the stage and the screen” 
(Stott, 1992:13). He recounts founding a monthly ‘reading group’ in 1974, with the 
main purpose of seeking to understand “the secular mind of the post-Christian West, 
in order to combat it with a Christian mind” (Stott, 1992:13):

On several occasions, we have been to a film or play instead of reading a 
book … The experience of the reading group – of the books we have read, 
the films and plays we have seen, and the discussion they have provoked – has 
not only increased our understanding of the modern world, but excited our 
compassion for human beings in their lostness and despair, confirmed our 
Christian faith and rekindled our sense of Christian mission. I recommend the 
value of such a group to all my fellow-clergy. There can hardly be a congregation 
in any culture, however small, which could not supply a few thoughtful people 
to meet with their pastor to discuss the engagement of the church with the 
world, the Christian mind with the secular mind, Jesus Christ with his rivals. 

Stott, 1982:196-197

Stott’s advice to preachers contains some implicit theological aesthetical perspectives, 
including the key notions that contemporary culture such as movies reflect being 
made in the image of God and express both human longings and human lostness. 
Therefore, there is great value in listening carefully – empathetically but critically – to 
the messages in influential movies.

One of the other significant speakers at the first Lausanne Congress in 1974 was 
Francis A. Schaeffer. In his paper on “Two Contents, Two Realities”, he highlighted 
as ‘the second content’ the task to give ‘honest answers to honest questions’: “[We] 
must have compassion enough for a lost world to be willing to do the hard work that 
is necessary in order to answer their honest questions.” (Schaeffer, 1975:363) For 
Schaeffer, such hard work included the need to understand ‘the honest questions’ 
communicated through key expressions and messages in contemporary culture, 
such as the influential movies by Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman. Heavily 
influenced by the Dutch art historian Hans Rookmaker,21 Schaeffer was seeking 
to understand such cultural expressions with a focus on the underlying worldview 
messages, and thus uncover significant worldview trends.

21	 See esp. Rookmaker 1973.
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Schaeffer articulated his own theological aesthetics in the influential booklet Art and 
The Bible. This included his four criteria for assessing various forms of art: “What 
kind of judgment does one apply, then, to a work of art? I believe that there are four 
basic standards: 

1.	 technical excellence, 
2.	 validity, 
3.	 intellectual content, the worldview which comes through, and 
4.	 the integration of content and vehicle.” (Schaeffer, 2006:62)

It is evident from these criteria, that Schaeffer considered art as having inherent value, 
as creative expressions of humanity as made in the image of a personal Creator.

Following Schaeffer’s approach, a number of his co-workers at L’Abri Fellowship 
continued to explore present-day movies as cultural expressions of influential 
contemporary worldviews. One such L’Abri-worker was the literary critic Donald Drew, 
who published Images of Man: A  Critique of the Contemporary Cinema in 1974. 
He claims that Christians need to learn about current ‘images of man’ from the 
contemporary cinema: 

There is so much to be uncovered and learned about the human dilemma from 
the human experience in films. The slapstick, the sentimental, the satirical, the 
serious – each, like its counterpart on the stage or on a canvas or in a novel, 
should be accepted openly and fairly and criticized honestly and objectively. 
Of course, contemporary films both reflect and promote thought-forms and 
lifestyles, and most [current] films operate on non‑theistic, existential postulates. 
Yet, each one is different and has to be accorded its own contribution and 
distinctiveness. Moreover, directors, in analysing the nature of man and the 
human dilemma, almost inevitably give some insights, which are true even from 
a Christian standpoint. Even when a Christian find a film’s content to be false and 
misleading, he may praise the director and actors for their creativity and artistry. 

Drew, 1974:101

Moving to the present time, it is natural to include (in passing) theologian, apologist 
and jazz musician William Edgar in this brief overview.22 His recent Created & 
Creating: A Biblical Theology of Culture is an exploration in theological aesthetics. 
Edgar does not specifically address art in general or movies specifically, but his 
nuanced description of culture (as broadly defined) corresponds to Schaeffer and 
Drew’s approaches to contemporary film as cultural expressions:

22	 Edgar knew Schaeffer personally (see Edgar, 2013). He continues to contribute as a 
lecturer within L’Abri Fellowship (cf. www.labri-ideas-library.org).
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Culture characterizes our calling here on earth. It distinguishes our common 
humanity, but also our differences. Culture can be positive, leading to human 
flourishing, or negative, bringing corruption and abuse. Components of culture 
are numerous and varied, making generalizations difficult. And although value 
judgments should be made cautiously, they are surely appropriate. 

Edgar, 2017:10

As we have seen, Stott’s principle on double listening and the Schaeffer/L’Abri 
tradition on cultural engagement are largely overlapping.

In view of the above narrative and selected overview of evangelical cultural critics, we 
may now articulate some theological aesthetical reflections on movies as a foundation 
for the holistic use of the multilevel approach to film in faith education.

1.	 Movie as a contemporary art form reflects the dual nature of humanity, both 
as gloriously made in the image of God and as being guilty sinners.

2.	 Movies are significant listening posts in the art of double listening, which 
provides us with key insights about the human dilemma and about influential 
worldview messages.

3.	 The consumption of movies has a key role in worldview formation across 
generations, but seems potentially to have a special influence on children 
and youth, thus providing us with a special window into significant 
meaning‑making processes through visual storytelling and interpretation.

Concluding Reflections: Integrating the Multilevel Approach to 
Film into a Holistic Faith Education Model
In this chapter, I have outlined a multilevel approach to film, which enables us to 
include several interlocking features in the interactive story and meaning-making 
processes related to film. Whereas the emotional level takes the experiential aspects 
of the viewer(s) seriously and the aesthetical level focuses on the visual narratology, 
the worldview level explores how to identify explicit or implicit messages within a 
given movie universe. The normative level introduces a critical dialogue between the 
worldview of the viewer(s) and identified traces of worldview traditions and trends 
in a film.
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It is now possible to integrate this multilevel approach to film into a holistic faith 
education model where the task of double listening is central. I am here briefly 
outlining a critical threefold framework from previous research contributions, and 
indicating ways of implementing this framework in different educational spaces in 
order to equip and empower for engagement with movies.23

Hermeneutics: Developing Interpretative Resources

The media-saturated everyday life of children and youth, with movies playing a key 
role, creates a need for appropriate interpretative resources for worldview analysis. 
The multilevel approach outlined above provides Christian faith educators with such 
strategic resources for informed cultural critique. This includes a number of key 
insights, including:

1.	 the recognition that neither persons nor media messages are neutral,
2.	 the appreciation of the multifaceted nature of any worldview, and
3.	 the interpretation of the Christian faith as a worldview.

As a lecturer at a Christian university college in Norway, I have seen the significance 
and relevance of these key insights in our formal training for Christian communicators 
and faith educators. When communicated in appropriate ways, these hermeneutical 
insights are also foundational for responsible faith education in church, youth 
ministry and family contexts. In practical terms, this includes developing and using 
relevant teaching and learning material.

Didactics: Developing Educational Resources

Using the interpretative resources outlined above, leads to the uncovering of traces 
of secular and religious worldviews in fictional movie universes. To respond to these 
challenges, faith educators need theologically grounded, apologetically explicit and 
culturally relevant educational resources. Such resources should seek to demonstrate 
and illustrate the following:

1.	 The Christian faith as a coherent worldview story.
2.	 The Christian faith as a worldview story, which claims to correspond to 

metaphysical reality, historical reality and everyday life.
3.	 The Christian faith as a relevant worldview story, which claims to change and 

transform persons and cultures.

23	 The theoretical framework is introduced in Dahle 2012 and Dahle 2014, whereas some 
practical applications and approaches are outlined in Dahle & Skattum 2010, Dahle 2017 
and Dahle & Dahle 2018.
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It has been rewarding to construct a curriculum for our formal training for Christian 
communicators and faith educators around these key truth claims. There is a 
corresponding need for preaching, teaching, and learning activities in church and 
youth ministry contexts “to build a constructive apologetic culture … in order to 
equip for holistic disciple making and mission” (Dahle, 2018:149). Furthermore, 
the appropriate communication of the central Christian truth claims is essential also 
for faith education in the family arena. Again, the need for relevant teaching and 
learning material is evident across these educational spaces.

Formation: Developing Spiritual Resources 

Christian faith educators also need to develop formative spiritual resources, which 
may lead children and youth to personal growth towards spiritual maturity. This 
includes the following:

1.	 The nature of personal faith as trust provides an opportunity to compare and 
contrast faith in “one God and One Lord” (1 Corinthians 8:6) with religious 
and secular alternatives as illustrated in influential movie messages.

2.	 The relationship between “confessed faith” and “lived out faith” provides an 
opportunity to explore the privatisation of faith as a key challenge, especially 
related to the feeling of alienation in relation to secular movie universes.

3.	 The nature of worldview formation provides an opportunity to explore to 
what extent key worldview elements in influential movie messages may 
contribute to the identity formation of children and youth, thus demonstrating 
points of contact and points of tension between Christian faith and key 
movie messages.

It has been our experience in our formal training for Christian communicators 
and faith educators that there is a need for a dual emphasis on apologetics and 
spirituality. The significance of creating arenas for spiritual formation and growth is 
clearly seen also across church, youth ministry and family contexts. This includes 
developing and using teaching and learning material on media literacy and critique, 
with appropriate case studies.
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Facilitating 
Holistic 
Identity 

Formation of 
Adolescents 

using Digital 
Media

A Dialogue between 
Media Literacy and 
Catholic Religious 

Education

Edward Wright

Introduction
In recent decades, Catholic Religious Education 
(CRE) has been increasingly justified by the support 
it can provide adolescents to become subjects of life, 
as well as by its potential to provide opportunities 
for meaning‑making. Therefore, this chapter will 
explore how these functions of CRE can become more 
possible through the creative pedagogy of Media 
Literacy Education (MLE) and the digital technologies 
it utilises for storytelling, especially photography 
and videography. This exercise will also facilitate the 
exploration of ways through which creative story-telling 
can effectively become a means for transcendental 
reflection, thus promoting a narrative pedagogy for 
CRE that contributes significantly to holistic adolescent 
identity formation. This chapter will finally reflect on 
the results of a small scale qualitative pilot study that 
points to a potential dialogue between CRE and MLE. 
This chapter demonstrated how skills learnt in MLE, 
especially photography and film‑making, may be 
efficiently used to help students during CRE lessons 
interpret life experiences and discern their purposes 
in life through the lens of their Catholic faith, thus 
becoming subjects of their lives.

Since the publication of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial 
development, research has seen a significant surge of 
interest in the understanding of identity development, 
especially during the period of adolescence that is so 
crucial to young people’s quest for transcendence and 
search for answers to fundamental and existential 
questions. Adolescents ask such questions in relation 
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to themselves, each other and the world, and they frequently center on one’s past, 
present and future life, revealing the person’s need to seek unity of purpose and 
coherence. This endeavour is integral to the adolescent need to explore issues 
related to transcendence, spirituality and faith, essential aspects of one’s identity 
and personality. Most young people in today’s highly technological era seek 
meaningful answers to such questions on and through the digital media, by either 
reflecting on what others think and say and assimilate it, or create their own digital 
productions through which they express their thoughts, reflections and emotions. 
Often they opt for both. Since multimodal spaces are ideal sites for adolescent 
identity construction, media educators have recently focused more on youth as 
‘media producers’, and more specifically as authors of multimodal productions as 
opportunities to create narratives of self (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006).

The literature review that follows will seek to demonstrate the relationship between 
the notion of transcendence in adolescence and its possible acquisition through a 
narrative‑hermeneutical-developmental approach to learning. This will be done by 
bringing together Paul Ricoeur’s notion of an “inherent correlation between narrative 
and lived experience” (Lunde‑Whitler, 2015:294), Charles Taylor’s belief in the 
inter-subjective/social/relational and moral dimensions of narrative learning, and 
Robert Kegan‘s constructive-developmental approach that is concerned with both 
the construction of an individual‘s understanding of reality and the development of 
that construction to more complex levels over time.

A Narrative-Hermeneutical-Developmental 
Approach to Learning 
Ricoeur (1984) reflects deeply on why he believes that stories are the best vehicles 
known to human beings for conveying how and why a human agent, endowed 
with consciousness and motivated by intention, enacts desires and strives for goals 
over time. Through stories people make sense out of life and such a meaning-
making process is common to all people across various times and cultures. Then, 
in his book Oneself as Another (1992), he elaborates even further on the correlation 
between narrative and lived experience, by stating that human beings learn how 
to understand themselves and even shape a worldview in terms of stories. In this 
way Ricoeur shows that identity formation is such an important and significant 
developmental task that takes place over the whole span of one‘s lifetime. Ricoeur‘s 
hermeneutical cycle that lies at the heart of his narrative theory, and that views 
one‘s consciousness as an act of mediation between the experiencing of life (text 
to be read) and the multiplicity of internalised historical narratives (‘context’), out of 
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which stories flow with meaningful connection, understands the process of identity 
formation as dynamic and in constant evolution. However, the act itself of articulating 
lived experience through life-stories also provides stability and constancy to identity.

Ricoeur was greatly influenced by the philosopher Aristotle, an influence that helped 
him formulate his theory of mimesis, through which he could offer insights on 
narrative identity development and learning that go well beyond the mere concepts 
of ‘assimilation’ and ‘accommodation’ proposed by the Swiss clinical psychologist 
and researcher in child development Jean Piaget. For Ricoeur (1990; 2005), the 
act of narrating can be described as an act of mimesis‑praxeos that is a creative 
imitation of action. This is at the same time an act of poeisis, where imagination 
and creativity are both engaged through the plot (‘muthos’) (Ricoeur, 1990). This 
human capacity is also mentioned and explained by Ricoeur (2005:278) in his 
studies on hermeneutics and the human sciences. He states that “the activity of 
narrating does not consist simply in adding episodes to one another; it constructs 
meaningful totalities out of scattered events. The art of narrating, as well as the 
corresponding art of following a story, therefore requires we are able to extract a 
configuration from a sequence”.

Charles Taylor believes that the inter-subjective/social/relational and moral 
dimensions in our narrative learning that is so pivotal in the construction of our 
“selves”, are crucially important and absolutely necessary. Taylor‘s perspective is 
significantly dependent upon the recognition that each individual is a “self only 
among other selves” (Taylor, 1989:35), “a self among interlocutors” (p.29), a 
“dialogical self” (Taylor, 1995:230), a self that exists within “webs of interlocution” 
(Taylor, 1989:36) that also requires a language. Identity could only be constructed 
“through a language of interpretation” (p.34) that is always formed in exchange with 
the “significant others”, the people who really matter to us and who deeply impact 
and shape our lives. All throughout our life span, such people, whether physically 
present or not, always act as interlocutors who are essential to me for achieving 
my self-definition and who are now critical to my continuing grasp of language of 
self-understanding “and my relationship to both can overlap” (p.36). In this sense, 
Taylor uses the word ‘language’ to refer not only to the words that we articulate 
verbally, but even more so, to the language of norms, gestures, age, community, 
tradition, and culture, with all the elements embedded in it (p.35). These are also 
modes of strong evaluation, according to Taylor, through which we become fully 
human agents, understand ourselves, define, redefine and discover our identity 
(Zhao & Biesta, 2012). Finally, but certainly not the least important, is the fact 
that Charles  Taylor believes that the coordinates of self-identity are fundamental 
in moral essence. In the continuous process of learning about one‘s self and the 
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world around us that leads to identity formation, there is a “moral space” that is 
so fundamental. In Taylor‘s own words (1989:28), to “know who you are is to be 
oriented in moral space, a space in which questions arise about what is good or 
bad, what is worth doing and what not, what has meaning and importance for you 
and what is trivial and secondary”.

From a psychological point of view, the influential American psychologist and author 
Robert Kegan has developed a constructive-developmental theory, so called because 
of its concern with both the construction of an individual‘s understanding of reality 
and the development of that construction to more complex levels over time. In it he 
proposes five distinct stages, or better still as he refers to them, “orders of the mind”, 
through which “transformation” occurs as people progress to qualitatively different 
stages of meaning-making. Although new information may add to the things a 
person knows, this transformational learning is not simply learning new information 
or skills, but it changes the way a person can know those things. According to 
Kegan, this is transformational changes that are the very form and essence of the 
meaning-making system. It makes young people more complex, but at the same 
time more capable of dealing with multiple demands and uncertainty that are so 
much part of the fabric of the postmodern world and culture (Berger, 2002). In this 
constructive-developmental approach, transformative learning always results when 
an individual is able to step back and reflect on something and make decisions 
about it. Thus, for Kegan (1994:17), transformative learning happens when 
someone changes, “not just the way he behaves and the way he feels, but the way 
he knows ... not just what he knows, but the way he knows”.

Holistic Identity Development and Human Meaning-Making
These three approaches can come together, enrich the concept of transformative 
learning and show how it can occur in the context of everyday life. They can manifest 
how the construction of the life story can interact with the author‘s transformative 
learning. This is due to the potential of narrative learning to alter/modify the learner‘s 
self-understanding, worldviews and ways of being in the world (Nelson, 1997). 
The process of mimesis-poeisis and the gradual shift of subjects into objects are 
at the heart of narrative learning, and through imagination and critical thinking, 
they make learning from experience not only possible, but a continuous process 
throughout all the life stages. This sustains the ongoing formation and reinvention 
of the narratives of life.

In the narrative-hermeneutic perspective of Taylor and Ricoeur, narrative learning is 
intimately tied to interpretation and this makes it transformative in nature. Thus, both 
a narrative‑hermeneutical and a constructive-developmental approach to identity and 
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learning enhance our understanding of how an individual‘s retelling of his stories in a 
co-operative inquiry provides the occasion for further interpretation. In other words, 
narrative learning can bring about real transformation, not only from conscious 
analysis, but also from a poetic or contemplative attending (Nelson,  1997) to 
one‘s experience and the life narrative. This process of mimesis-poeisis through the 
engagement of imagination and critical thinking corresponds to the formation of a 
critical consciousness, referred to by the famous Brazilian educator and philosopher 
Paolo  Freire (2004:90) as ‘conscientization’. This includes the uniquely human 
ability to integrate self-constitutive stories, “marked by a development in one‘s sense 
of personally-owned vision, of responsibility to others, and of purpose – all towards 
a greater self-consistency and integrity” (Lunde-Whitler, 2015:307). However, it 
also encompasses the negotiation of one‘s life stories in relation to the various 
paradigms that were internalised and shaped prior to one‘s life experiences and the 
mimesis-poeisis process applied to them.

It must also be said that the correspondence between a narrative-hermeneutical and 
a constructive-developmental approach has the potential to deepen the analysis 
of narrative properties and bring forth more relevant roles of learning such as the 
cognitive process (Luckin, Plowman, Laurillard, Stratfold, Taylor & Corben, 2001), 
organisational principle (Polkinghorne, 1988), external knowledge representation 
(Porter Abbott, 2002), mediator of human action (Wertsch, 1998) and way to 
structure human experience (Aylett, 2006). It must be also made clear that the 
transformation brought about by narrative learning is not only related to the cognitive 
realm of the individual, but also to the emotional (affective) and the conative 
(motivational/volitional) dimensions/domains of learning (Dettori & Paiva, 2009). 
By contributing to such learning domains, narrative learning challenges and 
stimulates fantasy and curiosity: elements of intrinsic motivation that are crucial 
to the taxonomy suggested by Thomas Malone and Mark Lepper (Mcquiggan, 
Mott & Lester, 2008). This is due to the fact that narrative in all its forms is a 
dialectic between what was expected and what came to pass‚ (Bruner, 2003:15) 
as well as an invitation to problem finding, not a lesson in problem solving (Bruner, 
2003:20). On the other hand, the affective domain is also of pivotal importance 
to narrative learning as stories are based on interplay between characters and 
causation (Aylett, 2006). Such interplay would necessarily and inevitably involve 
aspects of one‘s emotional state, social standing, personality and the intentions and 
motives that underlie the characters’ actions (Dettori & Paiva, 2009:58).
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Developing a ‘Christian’ Narrative Identity during Adolescence 
A narrative-hermeneutical-developmental approach to CRE can really be the means 
through which the subject would achieve some of its most important aims, namely 
to contribute to the development and formation of one‘s identity, moral and ethical 
responsibility, living in a community with respect to diversity and in true love of 
thy neighbour, understanding and construction of the Maltese culture and identity, 
and the understanding of how religion sustains and contributes to the development 
of societies, in particular western society, through the arts, politics, sciences, 
education and philosophy. Also, when RE/CRE promote narrative learning through 
a narrative-developmental perspective, this can help overcome the postmodern 
world‘s tendency to trivialise understandings of meaning and value by fostering 
hope in religious traditions and practices. It also helps young people understand 
and critique their social and cultural identity to move beyond the given values and 
norms, and develop an identity that is relational, open and equal.

Even though the importance of narrative for identity formation can be traced back to the 
early years of childhood, it becomes particularly significant during preadolescence 
and adolescence, the time when young people develop the capacity to think about 
the relationship between the past, present, and future, and how their life narratives 
make sense across time periods (Cohler & Hammack, 2007; Halverson, 2010). It is 
during early adolescence, around the age of 12, that the ability to create coherent life 
narratives starts to develop, a skill that is intimately related to and much dependent 
upon the capacity for autobiographical reasoning, the ability to link together single 
life events in a way that defines the young person‘s identity and personality and 
creating a meaningful story (Chen, McAnally & Reese, 2013; Halverson 2010;). 
In adolescence, autobiographical reasoning has potential to become a constructive 
memory process that forges links between single life episodes, making connections 
between and provides interpretations of various life experiences. Such reasoning 
has been positively related to identity formation (Chen et al., 2013; Steiner, Pillemer, 
Thomsen & Minigan, 2016).

The Need for Transcendence in Adolescence
In research the notion of transcendence is intimately related to that of spirituality 
and spiritual development, and is considered to be of significant interest to various 
fields of knowledge, including and especially those of psychology, theology and 
religious studies/education, philosophy, sociology and other humanistic subjects. 
It is quite commonly referred to as the ‘search for the sacred’. In this short, but 
powerful definition, the word ‘sacred’ signifies an individual‘s concept of God or 
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other areas of life that may take on divine character and significance through their 
association with divinity (Pargament, Exline & Jones, 2013). Within the realm 
and field of spirituality, transcendence is also related to the pursuit of meaning, 
existential beliefs and ultimate belonging (Benson, Roehlkepartain & Scales, 2010; 
Lerner, Roeser & Phelps, 2008). Quite often in literature, transcendence means 
an awareness of or connection to something beyond one‘s self, that may or may 
not include God or a transcendent reality, but frequently includes aspects of life 
that have divine-like qualities, such as immanence, ultimacy, and boundlessness 
(Pargament et al., 2013). A few studies conducted so far on adolescents show 
that transcendence and spirituality are very much related to each other and are of 
great significance at this age. They also show that transcendence, or a feeling of 
personal connection with something infinitely greater than themselves, can and 
most often does occur beyond the confines of institutionalised religions and traditional 
religious practices (King, Ramos & Clardy, 2013; Rich & Cinamon, 2007; Sallquist, 
Eisenberg, French, Purwono & Suryanti, 2010).

It is also very interesting to observe that such definitions and implications of 
transcendence are also being researched from a psychological developmental 
systems perspective. In this respect, research has and is still exploring transcendence 
in adolescence in relation to its impact on the ongoing transactions between people 
and their multiple embedded contexts (Lerner, 2006). Through such interactions, 
young people experience something of significance that is beyond their reach, and 
grow in a sense of transcendence in regard to God, a divine entity, a religious 
community, humanity, friends, or even nature. Lerner et al. ,(2008) described this 
focus as shifting a young person‘s cognitive and emotional orientation from the 
self to a transcendent other in such a way that provides ultimate purpose and 
value beyond material reality. In this sense, spiritual transcendence provides 
meaning and serves to motivate contribution to the well-being of the greater world 
(Lerner  et  al.,  2008). Current literature shows that adolescent transcendence is 
significantly related to the pursuit of purpose, relatedness, belonging, awareness, 
existential questions, one’s passions and even the need to offer service to others 
and to society (King  et al., 2014). However, King and his colleagues (2014) 
acknowledge that despite the growing attention to this sphere of human development, 
only very few empirical research studies have until now explored and/or tested these 
notions of transcendence and spiritual development among adolescent populations.
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CRE as a Path to Transcendental Reflection
If this narrative-hermeneutical-developmental approach to CRE is implemented 
successfully, it is hoped that religious educators would be able to re-define their 
roles in a pluralistic society in which religious meaning-making is occurring 
continuously without their intervention and often within unexpected contexts. They 
would realise that it is crucially important for them to be “interpreters of culture 
rather than transmitters of doctrine – speaking both to and from the church about 
the ways in which the Holy Spirit is moving in the world” (Hess, 2004:154). This 
would require a pedagogical transformation from a linear, instrumental paradigm 
to a communal, dialogic model − a shift to “knowing how” rather than “knowing 
that” (p.155). Taking such a position, Hess, a Roman Catholic education scholar, 
situates her theoretical work squarely within a critical/cultural approach in which 
understanding the process of the consumption and production of media would be 
more instructive than analysing the process of decoding the content (Hess, 2003).

Religious identity starts to develop with the individual‘s interpretation of his or her life 
story from a transcendent perspective. Establishing coherence to one’s life story has 
been shown to be directly related to the formation of religious identity (Miedema & 
Roebben, 2008). Thus, the formation of one‘s personal and religious identity 
occurs as a hermeneutic process in the light of the prevailing narratives present 
in the surrounding culture. When these narratives are internalised, the individual 
enters the life histories and narrative traditions of others (Ricoeur, 1992:154-156). 
Roebben  (2009) insists that young people need to be listened to carefully and 
urgently, and teachers need to empathise with their life experiences, making these 
the starting point or the spring board to the appreciation of a particular religious 
identity, such as a Christian identity. This is built on the view that students are 
“human beings with their own existential longing, with their own soul” (p.163), and 
that they “have the right and the ability to share with each other and to theologise 
about their personal and communal lives” (pp.181-182). Since most young people 
today have such a strong attraction and passion for the digital world and spend 
long hours every day roaming around the virtual reality of the internet, which has 
become for them a ‘natural habitat’, it is crucial for educators to understand how 
the multimodal productions they produce and upload reveal aspects of their identity 
and some of the ways through which they interpret significant life events, past and 
present, as well as how they project themselves into the future.
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The Impact of ‘Youth Participatory Cultures’ on 
Adolescent Identity
In recent years, an increasing awareness of “youth participatory cultures” (Jenkins, 
Clinton, Purushotma, Robinson & Weigel, 2009) has lead media educators and 
researchers to focus more on young people as ‘media producers’ and more specifically 
on multimodal production as a new form of literacy (Halverson, 2010:2356). As 
Prensky (2001) had observed, the beginning of the 21st century was already 
experiencing a generation of “digital natives”. Many of these young people, referred 
to as “prosumers” by Lister, Dovey, Giddings, Grant & Kelly (2003), are becoming 
fluent in the “new literacies” by way of which they both create digital products 
and upload them online, and consume popular images, combining, adapting and 
incorporating them into their own media productions (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). 
Many of these productions are used by adolescents and youth to tell stories about 
themselves, about who they are and who they would like to be. They are often non-
linear and multivoiced, and reflect several identity processes that are taking place 
in adolescence (Weber & Mitchell, 2008). Given that the processes of producing, 
consuming, and being shaped by these digital technologies occur simultaneously 
and are intertwined, they become ideal entry points for the exploration of learning 
in relation to identity formation, for it is precisely through such processes that that 
adolescent/youth identity is constructed and deconstructed, experimented with, 
shaped and experienced (Buckingham, 2008; Lister et al., 2003).

Research indicates that there is a direct and significant relationship between the 
video/film production process and identity formation (Vargas, 2006). Moreover, 
it also demonstrates that film, as a medium, offers young people an effective way 
to produce narratives of themselves (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). It may indeed 
represent the ideal medium for “accessing an unmediated relationship with the real” 
(Fleetwood, 2005:157). While digital technologies can have a considerably strong 
impact on identity through the process of merging words, rhyme, rhythm, imagery 
and music, as well as movement, film becomes a more dynamic and effective 
medium for representing the self (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Halverson, 2010). 
It is through these propensities that film becomes a core tool for meaning‑making 
and therefore a window on transcendence. In learning how to construct a life story 
from one‘s own personally significant experiences, adolescent students in the CRE 
classroom can be brought into a more critically engaged relationship with such a 
story, with those of other students, as well as with the most significant traditions 
and narratives of the faith community or religious tradition they belong to, as is 
the case in Malta. Much of the research until now that focused on storytelling in 
religious education occurred in non-digital settings and viewed religious education 
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in a broad sense, not tied to a particular religious tradition (Conde-Frazier, 2007; 
Miedema & Roebben, 2008). If the formation of a narrative identity occurs as a 
crucially important hermeneutic process throughout one‘s life, and the same could 
be said of one‘s religious narrative identity, research projects and studies need to 
be conducted with the aim of understanding how digital technologies, especially 
photography and film-making, can facilitate identity formation through CRE. This 
is precisely the main aim of the pilot study conducted recently and presented in the 
next section of this chapter.

Empirical Study in a Maltese Church School 
Between January and April of 2018 I conducted a small scale pilot study at 
Bournemouth University. My aim was to put into practice, as a teacher-researcher, 
the narrative-hermeneutical-developmental approach to learning and identity 
explained and elaborated upon in this paper. I applied it to a specific topic of CRE 
that is taught in the year syllabus of the student-participants, through the use of 
digital tools they learn and skills they acquire in their MLE class. The pilot study 
was designed to explore how a narrative-hermeneutic-developmental approach 
to learning and identity can be applied to CRE through the use of digital tools 
such as video production and photography, in a way that enhances the students’ 
creativity and simultaneously provides them with opportunities to reflect critically 
on life experiences. In this learning process students could thus construct their own 
identity in a narrative way, opening up possibilities for them to explore aspects 
of transcendence and meaning-making that are vital to their spiritual and faith 
formation. The aim is to explore possibilities for dialogue, between MLE and CRE, 
that could contribute to adolescents’ holistic human development.

The participants were 20 female students in Year 8 (ages 12-13) from a Maltese 
Church secondary school. All participants were Maltese and came from diverse 
cultural and socio‑economic backgrounds. They all have CRE in their school 
curriculum as a compulsory subject, as well as MLE that they chose as one of their 
optional subjects. The sample was both convenient and purposive.

Research Design
To achieve the purpose of the study, a hybrid research design was applied, 
combining the use of a preliminary questionnaire (quantitative research technique) 
to a digital ethnographic approach with Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) 
strategies for data collection, namely semi-structured in-depth interviews and a 
focus group study in the form of day seminars.
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Ethical Considerations
All the research techniques and instruments used for this pilot study were approved 
by the Research Ethics Board of Bournemouth University after the necessary 
revisions were made before the actual pilot study started. Official permission from the 
Secretariat for Communications (Curia Communications Office) was also obtained.

Data Collection
A preliminary questionnaire was prepared and filled in anonymously by all the 
students of Year 8/Form 2. These were collected per class, so that the results of 
the questionnaires from the MLE class could be compared to the others. Its main 
objectives were to assess the attitudes of the students towards CRE and MLE, and 
their underlying reasons, to reveal the extent to which they liked and felt competent in 
and familiar with photography and video-taking, and to know whether they believed 
in the potentiality of such creative and technological tools to enhance the pedagogy 
of CRE. The questionnaires also provided valuable feedback from the students as to 
what fears they may have related to a narrative approach to learning applied to CRE.

Then, since a digital ethnographic approach with CQR strategies were applied 
to this study, two focus group research seminars and seven semi-structured 
in‑depth interviews were conducted on scheduled dates that were at the school’s 
convenience. Six students and the teacher were interviewed on two different days 
one week apart, after the second focus group seminar was completed. In between 
the two focus group seminars the students were expected to complete the main task 
of the project, i.e. to make a short film/video that would speak about their faith. 
This would include the filming of a “metaphor” for their faith, a short interview, and 
other footage of their choice. To facilitate this task for them, they were given the 
opportunity to participate in two basic editing sessions at the Media Center (Maltese 
Church production house).

During the first focus group meeting/research seminar the students were taken to 
a nice venue outside school and they had the opportunity to start working on their 
final product through small practical tasks that required taking photographs and 
filming. Then, during the second whole day focus group meeting/research seminar, 
the students showed their final audio‑visual product to each other, and these served 
as a starting-point for discussion among the students. The topic chosen for the 
seminars and for their main task was “You and Your Faith on the Journey” from 
their Year 8 syllabus of CRE. This helped the researcher understand how media, 
especially digital technologies, could facilitate CRE by making the content of the 
syllabus more relevant and interesting while relating it to the students’ lives, past, 
present and future. 
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Data Analysis

The Ricoeurian method of interpretation was used combined with narrative and 
thematic analysis approaches on both the transcripts of the seminars and of the 
in-depth interviews. In this process I was assisted by both the teacher and the two 
Learning Support Educators who were present at every stage of the data collection. 
This provided more objectivity to the study, as well as the possibility of agreeing 
on a range of broad categories and a series of themes that emerged from the data 
analysis, related to each other, to the lives of the participants, and to the application 
of specific pedagogies in MLE and CRE. These are briefly described and discussed 
below, with citations from the student participants’ own contributions.

Appeal of Photography and Film-Making to Adolescents
Many of the participants’ responses in the questionnaires and interviews showed 
that they strongly believe that photography and film-making can serve as catalysts 
for creativity, and through creativity they can engage students more in learning 
different curricular subjects such as CRE. All the pupils interviewed acknowledged 
that their decision to self-disclose personal experiences was facilitated by the short 
videos they produced. They admitted that through such media they could express 
what otherwise would be too difficult and embarrassing. Moreover, each video they 
watched encouraged them more to reflect and elaborate verbally on theirs after 
showing it to the group. It also came out clearly that the facilitation of expression was 
the result of the whole pedagogical process the pupils went through and not just of 
their finished products. Throughout this process in which they worked a lot together, 
including having to interview and film each other, they learnt that the exchange 
of narratives in a community is at the heart of the education in and cultivation of 
one’s inner faith. They realised that the sharing of life stories plays a crucial role in 
developing one’s understanding of life’s purpose and meaning, in relation to God’s 
purposes for the world. That is to say, one could re-interpret life experiences in a 
positive and empowering manner when these encounter the experiences of others in 
a community of learning, thus making empathy and compassion both possible and 
real. This was possible through the application of photography and film‑making 
skills, albeit basic, that are so appealing to adolescents. This could be all summed 
up in one student’s statement:

I believe the videos helped a lot. If only we are given such opportunities to use 
videos in the CRE and PSCD lessons! It would help a lot, especially if you are shy 
and find it difficult to express yourself in front of the class … the video will do 
the talking in front of the class …
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Faith as and from Transcendence
Data from both the interviews and the focus group seminars revealed that all the 
students feel the need to reach beyond themselves and serve something greater. 
In various ways they are engaged in meaning-seeking and meaning-making 
processes which empower them to reflect upon their past and present life, and 
at the same time plan their future while looking forward to realizing their dreams. 
All the participants were believers in God, and consequently God was their major 
source of experiences of transcendence. For many of them God was perceived as a 
person with whom they can connect and build a relationship of trust, and in whom 
they can find a source of meaning, strength, courage and resilience in the face of 
challenges, painful experiences and incomprehensible life events. Another finding 
from the data analysed was that most pupils mentioned or spoke about God in 
their lives in relation to their relationships to other people. They reflected upon a 
simultaneous sense of connection to God and to the ‘significant others’ in their lives, 
especially their family and friends. As one student stated:

I believe in faith because my grandma died about two years ago and I loved her 
very much. She used to believe in God. She used to tell me a lot of things about 
him and because she really believed in what she said, it sort of strengthened my 
faith as well.

Most of the participants acknowledged that through God they got a deeper connection 
to others, and simultaneously felt a stronger connection to God after they would 
have been shown empathy by others after going through a negative experience that 
triggers the feeling of negative emotions.

Another very interesting and significant observation and finding of this pilot chapter 
was that most pupils chose a natural object as a metaphor for their faith. Moreover, 
a significant number of them expressed a sense of transcendence that transpired 
from their love for and admiration of nature, and occurred in the context of nature. 
One student expresses such a feeling when she states:

I chose the metaphor of the tree because as we get older we have more faith in 
us and we get stronger. I have more leaves and its roots grow so big and go down 
very deep in the soil … this for me means more faith as we become more mature 
and our faith becomes much deeper and stronger.

Through their attachment to animals, some students even expressed, albeit 
unconsciously, their need for positive attachment to others, as well as a sense of 
transcendence that transpires from the experience of pain as a result of a significant 
loss in life. It seems that the latter has the potential of helping young adolescents 
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face death of ‘significant others’ as an inescapable and inevitable reality of life. 
Through such experiences they also came to realise more the finitude of human life. 

Faith as Interpretation of Life Events
One student felt comfortable enough to share her belief that:

everything happens for a reason. Every experience we go through helps us grow 
and believe more. Today a month ago my grandpa passed away. He was like my 
father to me since my parents are separated. He helped me to keep strong, to 
believe more.

An interesting finding was related to how photographed and filmed metaphors 
chosen by students to reflect on and describe their life and faith, helped them 
experience life on a deeper level. Metaphors seemed to help the adolescent 
participants compare life to relatively more concrete and structured concepts, 
considering that life’s meaning can be difficult to grasp and the experiences that 
comprise it not easy to interpret in a positive way that empowers one to move 
forward with hope. Metaphors through the camera helped them to simultaneously 
engage their imagination and critical sense of reflection on life experiences, and 
filter their meaning through the pupils’ religious beliefs and worldviews. It pointed to 
metaphor’s potential to give relevance to and shed light on the relationship between 
the participants’ religious creed and everyday life. Most students also expressed 
their belief that challenging moments in life could be transformed into opportunities 
for growth. This is due to the strength that one could constantly receive from God. 
This strength is a direct result of one’s faith and trust in God who never lets down 
those who love Him. This conviction also seems to point towards an attachment 
transfer to God who can provide security and compassion, as well as courage 
and strength. Many participants narrated personal life experiences characterised 
by signs and symbols that are particularly significant both to the Catholic religion 
and to the Maltese culture in general. This occurred mostly when they recounted 
those special occasions in their lives when they received Catholic sacraments for 
the first time. It seemed that such moments were very significant reference points in 
their memory that remain sources of psychological and moral strength throughout 
life’s journey.
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Faith, Attachments and Relationships
Yes, because there were people who I barely knew and now I got to know better. 
I learnt how to see from their perspective … I shared something that was very 
personal. And when I find someone who can trust me with personal experiences 
that they normally don’t disclose, I feel comfortable enough to do the same. 
And I feel connected to them. And that connection makes me reflect upon so 
many things.

This statement by one student participant reveals another very significant theme that 
emerged from this pilot study, namely the need for positive and secure attachment 
that adolescents feel. They spoke both of attachments with animal pets and with 
people, especially parents, relatives and peers. Reflecting on these attachments in 
memory seems to facilitate their path to transcendental reflection on spiritual and 
religious realities, such as the finitude of human life, the significance of death in the 
human journey of life, the meaning of negative life events that cause much pain to 
the human heart and the potential learning and empowerment for the future through 
imagination that could result from such reflection on one’s past attachments. 
It seems that one’s faith in God, and its value, relevance to and significance in the 
everyday life of these young people transpires from the engagement of reflection 
on one’s past and present attachments along life’s journey. There also seems to be 
a tendency for young adolescents with seemingly secure attachments, to identify 
themselves with the standards of their parents or other ‘significant others’. They 
also tend to transfer attachment components to God, and through such transfer 
they redefine their concept of God and their belief of what and how God can have a 
significant impact on their lives. The participating pupils described a simultaneous 
sense of connection to God and to other people. Most of them expressed their 
satisfaction and gratitude of having the opportunity to share some of their personal 
life experiences of suffering with the whole group, in which they felt part of a 
community that genuinely empathised with them. Almost all acknowledged that 
such a positive feeling of compassion that resulted from being empathised with, 
created comfort to express personal experiences and in turn this sharing led to a 
deeper faith in God and in the tenets of their religion which now made more sense.

Moreover, the participants did not just remember their experiences with people who 
were significant to them, both in their past life and in the present, but they also 
re-interpreted the meaning of these experiences in relation to their present situation 
and their future desires, as well as in the light of their Catholic beliefs and values. 
Through such re-interpretation in memory of significant life events/experiences in the 
light of faith, the participants experienced their faith as a source of empowerment, 
especially in the dark moments of life. Most of them spoke of such empowerment as 
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transpiring from the sense of hope that their faith provides them with, especially in 
the context of community. The use of digital technologies, give voices to the student 
participants’ painful experiences that marked their life journey. Through these 
narratives of pain and suffering, many of the students reflected quite profoundly 
on how their traditional Christian/Catholic beliefs and practices helped them search 
for meaning. Some expressed how their faith in a loving and compassionate God 
helped them through difficult experiences. To others it seems that such painful 
experiences could challenge their belief in and understanding of God, as well as 
their concepts of Him as being loving and just.

Conclusion 
This pilot study served the purpose of exploring how self-narratives could be 
created, experienced and shared by adolescents in interaction with one another 
and the self, in the context and setting of the CRE class. This curricular subject can 
help students develop a human narrative that “mediates between the canonical 
world of culture and the more idiosyncratic world of beliefs, desires and hopes” 
(Bruner, 1990:52). It also demonstrated that CRE could indeed facilitate the dialectic 
between the complexities of adolescents’ developing identities and the related 
“veritable cultural sea of narratives, narrative-fragments, images, symbols, rituals, 
relationships, roles, cultures, sets of practices, etc., in which we are all immersed” 
(Lunde‑Whitler, 2015:309). Moreover, it showed that CRE could concretise an 
exchange of narratives in a class/community setting that is at the heart of education 
in and for faith. Through this exchange CRE would be contributing to adolescents’ 
identity formation by helping them find their role as subjects of life. Furthermore 
religious education can enable young people to become critical of their own past 
experiences, by empowering them to meet life’s challenges.
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Introduction
Meaning-making through film takes place in everyday 
life and in the flow of movies and fictional storytelling 
(Axelson,  2008; Plantinga, 2009; Cloete, 2017). 
Theologian scholar, Anita Cloete, makes an important 
observation that film has an extra-ordinary capacity to 
tell us stories about important themes in life, like love, 
hope, death, good, evil, violence and peace. Film is 
attractive to people of different age groups. Movies tell us 
stories with which we can associate. It is also accurate 
to claim that film engages us as viewers as it relates 
to our personal stories, stories of the community we 
belong to and the world we live in (Cloete, 2017:1). 
This statement is supported by empirical audience 
research about fiction film engagement (Marsh, 
2007; Axelson,  2008; Axelson,  2017; Oliver & 
Hartmann,  2010). Film is a powerful resource. 
Sometimes it has the capacity to capture important 
life issues in a way that audiences can apply to their 
own real-life situations. Case studies highlight films’ 
ability to touch people more deeply, especially when 
oriented towards personal values, hopes, conflicts 
and dreams, as well as critical questions about the 
surrounding world, mainly according to two dominant 
categories: ideas about ourselves and ideas about our 
society (Axelson, 2008). However, certain conditions 
seem to frame the cinematic experience for it to have 
an existential saturated appeal. In this chapter, I give 
an example of how it works and also theoretically 
discuss the conditions which seem to be necessary for 
the spectator to engage in this way.
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Theoretical Prism

In short, for engagement to occur, an individual needs to be involved both cognitively 
and affectively, creating a striking responsive chord, a deep response with an 
emotional evaluation, generating a multilayered interpretative process which I argue 
should be labelled “thick viewing” (Axelson, 2014; Axelson, 2017). In film moments 
of this kind, film viewers are absorbed and transported into the narrative  –  an 
intra‑text. Simultaneously, they are deeply engaged in extra-textual references, 
testing the narrative for larger significance in profoundly idiosyncratic and personal 
ways, dealing with their own specific conflicts and spiritual aspirations in life and 
creating transformation (cf. model outlined below). Two specific dimensions will be 
dealt with more extensively and theoretically developed in an attempt to understand 
why a viewer is moved by a film: firstly an ethical dimension (Zillman, 2005); and 
secondly a utopian dimension (Johansson, 2002).

The chapter ends with a word of warning. It is easy to (mis)use a film for 
pedagogical ambitions to promote emotionally charged and interesting discussions 
in school or in church. But it is a tricky task to arrange a successful setting for this 
to happen. Processes of identification are multilayered and an emotionally complex 
phenomena, which sometimes take place and sometimes do not. That is why you 
have to be cautious when trying to use film as a tool to achieve certain educational 
objectives, be it in church, school or elsewhere. The  aesthetic power of film is 
unpredictable, and you never know if the viewers are glued to the screen for the 
same reasons as you are (cf. Axelson, 2018).

Being Moved by Movies — a Female Viewer and 
Amelie from Montmartre (2001)1

Picking an interesting example of a spectator’s engagement in a film, creating a 
considerable cinematic impact, I will describe a young woman, Linda, who is in 
her late 20’s, and her involvement in the movie Amelie de Montmartre (2001). The 
example of Linda is taken from the Swedish research project Spectator engagement 
in film and utopian self-reflexivity. Moving Images and Moved Minds.2 The project 
was designed to develop and assess a theoretical framework to analyse viewers’ 
responses to cinematic narration and to better understand how viewers are deeply 
moved by movies. The overarching aim was to broaden our scholarly understanding 
of the use of fiction in people’s lives. The main research questions were: How does 
engagement in fiction films affect spectators’ meaning-making processes regarding 

1	 The film will be called Amelie in short in the following.
2	 Financed by The Swedish Research Council 2011-2014.
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more profound and long-lasting ideas about themselves and society? And more 
specifically: What kinds of thoughts and feelings are articulated when viewers get 
the chance to talk about their favourite films and significant sequences in these 
films? More than 300 young adults, mostly between 20-35 years old, answered 
a questionnaire about their film habits, film preferences and also how many times 
they estimated they had watched some of their most cherished films. A group of ten 
individuals were then selected for in-depth interviews about their all-time favourite 
films. Linda was one of these ten. The movie Amelie (2001) proved to be one of 
the recurring favourite movies in the larger group. A small number of respondents 
in the project estimated that they have seen the movie 20 or 30 times, and in one 
case nearly 50 times.

Synopsis Amelie from Montmartre (2001)

As a child Amelie was diagnosed by her father as having a weak heart. She lives a 
careful, somewhat withdrawn life. She has a vivid, colourful imagination, which she 
uses to overcome her loneliness, but also to do well. She lives her life amidst other 
people on the margins of social life, people whom she assists in critical moments. 
Amelie also tries to communicate with her father without success. She dreams of 
finding love in the outside world. She searches for it with the help of a mysterious 
photography machine, creating a marked path for a young man she has fallen 
in love with. Friends around Amelie support her struggle for a warmer world and 
support her in the belief that love is even for her.

Linda (29) and her Dream of a More Beautiful World

Linda is 29 years old and currently works as a professional in the broadcasting 
business. She has always watched a lot of films. She also has the habit of viewing 
movies she loves repeatedly. She is one of the few viewers in the study who claimed 
to have seen Amelie more than 30 times. The movie Amelie gives her access to 
a world she wishes to be part of, and she called the movie her own hideaway or 
haven which is there for her exclusively. It is a story that engages her emotionally 
overwhelmingly. “It is almost like a magical place. Amelie, it contains some form 
of magic that I miss as soon as the movie ends. So then I just want to … again. 
I think the record for me with Amelie, is that I’ve seen it three times in a row in one 
day without interruption.”

She wants to be completely alone in order to fully focus on the movie. “It is all about 
being dragged into this world.” It does not engage her to this extent when others 
accompany her while watching, as has happened occasionally. The presence of 
other people has a negative impact on her ability to get ‘into’ the film. 
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To look upon the world with the eyes of enchantment

What is it in Amelie that brings her back to this story again and again? “Well, I feel 
just happy, from the inside out.” Linda believes the story is enchanting. Amelie is 
a person who had a troublesome childhood. With the help of her inner world, her 
imagination, Amelie manages to carry on despite being quite lonely as a child. “I can 
understand her need for a fantasy world and that her fantasy world is so present all 
the time.” The movie is also funny, “and filled with heart”. Amelie does not see the 
world as grey and cold, instead she sees “these small colourful moments which 
are everywhere”. Linda can easily relate to this as someone for whom her fantasy 
world was always close at hand as a child. She could always create her own small 
world, for example when she and her parents were invited somewhere and she had 
to manage on her own.

Amelie’s goodness and originality and a wish that  
more people were like her

It is not identification with the character of Amelie in a narrow sense that captures 
Linda, but rather the larger vision of life that the entire film portrays, which she finds 
compelling. “It’s kind of an image of my own world. I identify myself with the story in 
its entirety. It is not something that exists… in the movie only. It is something else. 
That’s why it feels like a haven. A deep sense of … mirroring something I share. 
I am thinking … reflecting … and meditating ... before … during … and after.”

Linda explicitly hopes that we could all be more inspired by the Amelie character, 
a good person who dares to do things in an unconventional way, with a lot of 
heart and courage. “She acts like a guardian angel in people’s life and takes care 
of everyone else. And I wish there was a bit more of that in the world.” Linda 
described how well the film corresponds with her own vision of a different kind of 
life, a life where we stand up for each other and always help people when they are 
treated badly.

Scene Selection. Amelie Plays a Trick on the Vegetable Merchant [00:51:14]

As part of the method in the project, the individuals chosen for personal interviews 
were asked to talk about their favourite film. I asked the respondents to pick one 
or two sequences which touched them the most in the whole movie. It was an 
open question to which they could respond by talking about a scene that moved 
them in a positive or negative way. Eight out of ten respondents happened to pick 
scenes that moved them positively, and Linda was a typical example of that. 
The scene Linda enjoys most of all in the whole movie is when Amelie intervenes 
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and playfully reprimands the vegetable merchant after his scornful treatment of his 
helper Lucien, a simple, gifted, but very kind young aide in the fruit store. “He’s 
really mean to him.” Amelie witnesses the merchant’s mockery of Lucien. She enters 
the merchant’s apartment, using a duplicate door key. “I love this when she has 
entered his apartment. She gets in control and rules the situation. There are so many 
moments here, easy to relate to. And I understand the feeling of it.”

Amelie replaces the merchant’s toothpaste and shoe cream, switches the position 
of two door handles, changes the time on the alarm clock, and fiddles with the 
merchant’s shoelaces. Later that night the merchant experiences the effects of 
Amelie’s small traps. “She puts up revenge in a harmless way. She does not really 
harm, but she gives him pay back.” I asked if it is important that it is a mild 
punishment and that no one is harmed by her tricks. “Yes, because otherwise she 
would have been mean. But she is not.” Linda had just watched a television show 
where an elderly woman received an award for having intervened and stopped a 
knife fight between three men. The woman was Linda’s hero. The old woman had 
stamina, showed courage and countered a general passivity that Linda believes 
dominates, a non-action that is common in society. But Amelie reacts and takes 
action. “Amelie, she acts like Karma. Rewards those who deserve to be rewarded 
and punishes those who deserve to be punished. She fixes the love letter to the 
woman who lives in the past. Amelie creates a happy bubble! “

Linda actually wants real life to be much more like the action surrounding 
Amelie. “You want to do something. But normal people do nothing. It is often this 
typical Swedish phenomenon to look the other way. I don’t like that. It is better to 
say” ... “Hey, what are you doing?”

Linda tried to capture what it is in this movie that makes her feel all these positive 
feelings and thoughts and why she has watched it so many times. To begin with, 
the film is very funny and much more daring than a typical Hollywood film. It is 
dramatic, with rapid editing and a lot going on in the narration at the same time. 
“It is playful. It has a thrilling selection of pictures. You’re not sitting and looking at 
a standard Hollywood movie, you see that directly.” She finds the narration in the 
movie is deeply satisfying. She claimed that the film goes beyond ordinary thinking 
in a limited sense. It is intense and wide open. “I am like totally ... dedicated. It is 
something else, something larger. I look into a fantasy... which partially is my own.”

Linda’s way of thinking about her movie experience expresses her own moral vision 
in life. “In many ways it is a wish that this would be more present in the world.” 
Linda said she probably thinks more about these issues because she feels so 
heavily influenced by this film. Finally, Linda tried to put her finger on what it is that 
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captivates her so completely about the movie Amelie. “To feel exactly the feeling 
about the things going on in the story, but it’s also something else ... something 
deep down in the story. I’m just happy in my soul.” Linda thought she expressed 
herself very vaguely about her experience of the movie as she tried to pinpoint it. She 
tried to reach out to something that is obviously difficult to formulate.

Theoretical Interpretation
What conclusions can be drawn from this example? Empirical research about 
fiction film engagement provides good reasons to support a conclusion that film 
is a resource which sometimes has the capacity to capture and mirror profound 
life issues for audiences (Marsh,  2007; Axelson, 2008; Oliver & Hartmann, 
2010). Recent case studies also show how and in what way audiences are able to 
transfer film content, testing it against their own real-life situations (Axelson, 2014; 
Axelson, 2017). Something happens in these rare moments when cinema-goers 
are deeply emotionally involved in a movie. But what exactly? 

Let me start with the model I created as result of the research project. Certain 
conditions seem to frame the cinematic experience for it to have an existentially 
saturated appeal. The individual needs to be involved both cognitively and affectively, 
creating a deep response of emotional evaluation, generating a multilayered 
interpretative process which I label ‘thick viewing’. The film interpretation model 
below describes the process which creates ideal conditions for personal and 
idiosyncratic interpretations of an audiovisual representation.

The film gives an input (1) as ‘sujet’3 and initiates a meaning-making process 
in the viewer (2). An emotional evaluation (3) develops, consisting of affects 
(4) and cognitions (5) combined. A fabula (6) is constructed by the viewer.4 
Practically all movie-goers are occupied with the next step, an interpretation of the 
intra-text narrative (7), what is actually happening in the film. Finally, and most 
important theoretically for this chapter, some viewers are simultaneously deeply 
engaged in extra-text references as external critique, testing the narrative for a larger 
significance (8). My empirical contribution to film theory is that this is done in 
uniquely idiosyncratic and personal ways, involving the spectator’s own conflicts 
and spiritual aspirations in life.

3	 What is actually seen and heard on the screen, as bits and pieces of an ongoing story unfolding. 
4	 The intended ’story’ behind the presented selection of events on the screen. 
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Figure 4.1	 A schematic figure of meaning-making processes while watching films, underlining 
the combination of affect and cognition, as well as a combination of intra-text and 
extra‑text critique (Model the author’s own)

In this case, the following happens: Emotionally satisfying scenes are processed 
through a network of private associations and previous experiences, creating a 
personally relevant, idiosyncratic response in the individual, in which basic 
emotions and abstract thoughts are intertwined, generating depth in interpretation, 
evoking personal memories and fostering deep resonances which match the 
viewer’s own life situations (Grodal, 2009; Axelson, 2014; Axelson, 2017). It 
can also be described as an emotional evaluation of life issues depicted on the 
screen, producing an ongoing movement from the narrative – intra-text – to viewers’ 
own real-life issues outside the film – extra-text – in a seamless flow between the 
film’s narrative and the individual’s own life. In these moments, the film becomes a 
psychological resource that provides a means to be transported into the narrative, 
for a possible processing of the viewer’s own life processes, where transformation 
can take place (Vaage, 2009; Axelson, 2014:149).
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Deep Meaning

What is this deeper meaning though? Cognitive scholar, Peter Gärdenfors, labels 
humans as “the meaning-making animal” (2006:151). We, as humans, are 
always dealing with several levels of meaning-making, ranging from simple 
interpretations of everyday details to the quest for the meaning of life. This second 
abstract and more in-depth creation of meaning is what this chapter is about, fiction 
film’s ability to touch people’s profound aspirations and sentiments about life. 
Engaging movie experiences invite viewers to interact with important personal and 
private life issues (Plantinga, 2009; Oliver & Hartmann, 2010; Axelson, 2015). 
Several concepts have been suggested to capture the complex interplay between 
affects, cognition and emotions when individuals respond to fictional narratives on 
a deeper level. Theologian and film researcher Robert K. Johnston labels this kind 
of multilayered mix of affects and cognitions which reach our spiritual sentiments 
as “transformative viewing” (2007:305) or “deepening gaze” (2007:307). 
Philosopher Mitch Avila proposes “high cognition” (2007:228) and Casper Tybjerg 
“higher meaning” (2008:60). Torben Grodal refers to it as “feelings of deep meaning” 
(Grodal, 2009:149). Craig Detweiler adopts “thick description” (2007:47), and 
Kutter Callaway alters it slightly to “thick interpretations” (Callaway, 2013:203). 
Inspired by Detweiler and Callaway, I advocate ‘thick viewing’. But what is ‘thick 
viewing’ and how can Linda and her experience of Amelie shed some light on this 
description?

A Utopian Dimension – Visionary Thoughts Fueled by Utopian Affect

Firstly, I would like to stress the importance of being able to dream about an 
alternative world with the help of fiction. Social psychologist Thomas Johansson 
talks about “the extended self and humans” ability to extend the mind into mediatised 
fantasy worlds (Johansson, 2002:38). He highlights the importance that mediated 
stories may have for our fantasy when we make excursions into fiction film and 
envision alternative ways of living. “The media provides everyday life with images, 
fantasies and stuff that dreams are woven by” (Johansson, 2002:169). Johansson 
underscores the function of fictional content for individuals in today’s society, 
creating room for utopian thinking. “In many cases TV and film can offer alternative 
visions for life for all kind of possible and impossible lifestyles and behaviours, as 
utopian fragments.” (Johansson, 2002:171)

I think that this is illustrated to a high degree by the example of Linda and her intense 
relationship with the movie Amelie. In Amelie, Linda sees an ideal vision of how life 
could be when it is beautiful, creative, artistic, humanistic and when people care for 
each other with empathy and sensitivity. The film contains a strong ideal dimension 
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for Linda. Linda illustrates what could be labelled as ‘utopian reflexivity’, where 
a fictional world happens to fit a specific spectator’s mind like a glove, enabling 
mental excursions into a fantasy of a different kind of world (Johansson, 2002). The 
film Amelie gives Linda impulses about what her dreams of an ideal life could look 
like. This empirical finding in my research is reiterated elsewhere. The American film 
scholar Barbara Klinger gives examples of how dreams of a different world function 
when she interviewed young women and their involvement in the Lord of the Rings 
trilogy as case studies. These three films are also, incidentally, some of Linda’s 
favourite movies. Barbara Klinger notes that the trilogy manages to create a dream 
world that allows viewers to move into an alternate utopian universe.

They find hopes and wishes and a sense that things could be better than life as it looks 
today. As one viewer expressed it, “the movie captured well the importance of friendship, 
perseverance, love and courage ... qualities that are all too often absent in today’s 
contemporary movies. It appeals to the optimistic romantic in me.”

Klinger, 2008:81

Both the Lord of the Rings trilogy and Amelie contain visionary ideals that create 
a strong commitment in cinema audiences, with a combination of a given content 
and an emotional, affective devotion. Klinger describes it as a confirmation of 
important spiritual beliefs, “fueled by utopian affect” (Klinger, 2008:82). This is a 
good description of Linda’s attitude towards Amelie.

I think it is also highly relevant that, when Linda described her experience of 
Amelie, the protagonist, Amelie, is seen as a character who activates what some 
psychologists of religion call “messianic hope”. There are certain people in the world 
who manage to create a messianic atmosphere around them (Bergstrand, 1990). 
These unique individuals actually live their lives according to a messianic vision. 
They do not wait until the world has developed into a better place; instead they 
start with what is at hand in their own earthly life. These people offer something 
appealing and attractive by living as if the reality they reach out for and wish for, 
already exists around them.

They become carriers of “the Messianic hope” in humanity. They live as if the long‑awaited 
reality already is real. With their lives, they create zones of liberation and reconciliation 
in the world. 

Bergstrand, 1990:45

Which is what Amelie does. The world which Amelie – and Linda – wish to be in, 
is actually taking shape in accordance with this messianic hope. Or as Linda put 
it: “Amelie creates a happy bubble.” In this regard Amelie as a screen character 
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can also be interpreted as a female cinematic Christ figure.5 This perspective could 
of course be developed extensively, but this is not the task in this chapter. In this 
context, with a focus on what is actually expressed by the spectator, I believe it is 
important to note Linda’s use of a popular Buddhist concept when she described 
Amelie’s behaviour: “Amelie, she acts like Karma.” I do not know if it is a desacralised 
use of the term by Linda, but it does not really matter in this context. It adds to her 
emotional commitment to the movie. 

An Ethical Assessment Dimension
Secondly, it is important in terms of my interview with Linda to clarify the phenomenon 
where thoughts and basic emotions are allowed to unify with moral reasoning. 
Linda exhibited a typical example of a movie consumer expressing ethical thinking 
in accordance with psychologist Dolf Zillman’s work on story-telling and morality. 
Zillman emphasises the need for balance between perceived wrong-doings and a 
gut feeling of apt punishment for creating maximum satisfaction for a consumer of 
a drama.

Transgression during conflict and punishment during resolution must be roughly 
commensurate for the punishment to be morally sanctioned and deemed emotionally 
satisfying. Punishments that fall outside the latitude of sanction leave the respondents’ 
sense of justice disturbed, which ultimately does diminish the enjoyment of resolution. 

Zillman, 2005:175

Dolf Zillman underscores a conclusion that is valid for Linda’s deep engagement in 
Amelie. “The emotions evoked by the resolution of conflict in drama are undoubtedly 
pivotal to the enjoyment of cinematic narratives.” (Zillman, 2005:175) In his 
theory of basal morality in drama appreciation, Zillman sheds further light on these 
phenomena. “Recipients bring their idiosyncratic morality to the screen, sanction 
or condemn witnessed actions and agents in accord with it, and then experience 
emotions as a result of their assessment.” (Zillman, 2005:176) In his experiments, 
he showed how young viewers draw cognitive conclusions about protagonists’ 
moral character which in turn create a readiness to accept and approve the doings 
of this character. He showed how cognitive consideration comes first and affective 
disposition after. It is this response that Linda displayed when she talked about 
how her engagement with the Amelie character is amplified by the empathy Amelie 
shows to people around her. Linda’s evaluation of Amelie as character comes first, 
leading her to increased feelings of sympathy for Amelie as a result of her moral 

5	 There is a massive literature on both Jesus films and what is called cinematic Christ‑figures, 
which I will not develop further here (see for example Baugh, 1997; Tatum, 1997; 
Fraser, 1998; Deacy, 2001, etc.).
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judgement and her ethical cognitive appraisal of Amelie as a character. As Linda 
illustrates, thoughts and basic feelings (affects) seem to be condensed into a 
special kind of compelling totality in really deep movie experiences, a complex and 
multilayered unit, linked both to the fundamental values of the individual combined 
with an aesthetic euphoria charging them. This is the core content of ‘thick viewing’.

‘Thick viewing’ refers to the process when a spectator tests fiction for a larger 
significance in unpredictable, playful and idiosyncratic ways, creating condensed 
moments of intensified engagement in film viewing, mobilising the spectator’s 
interpretative skills in toto, ranging from affect to high cognition, creating emotional 
evaluations and complex meaning-making and mobilising the respondent’s 
total world view system. The concept complements visual hermeneutics and the 
development of philosophical top-down claims of what happens in the field of 
visuality. ‘Thick viewing’ is a bottom-up concept and attempts to give credit to 
what flesh-and-blood spectators express, with all the nuances of different layers of 
meaning‑making.

It is impossible to fully translate movie experiences into only a linguistic discourse, 
as is often done, especially by theologians, trained exegetics as they may be. 
Linda’s experience supports scholar Daniel Frampton’s development of a new word, 
“filmosophy”. He claims that we are approaching another way of thinking anchored 
in film’s moving images, a form of theoretical thinking for which we have not yet 
found the right conceptual apparatus, combining affect and cognition as key in the 
film experience (Frampton, 2006:166). This is partly in line with what American 
film scholar Carl Plantinga addresses when he theorises about film’s ability to help 
us work our way through strong emotions (Plantinga, 2009).

Conclusion
As an audience researcher involved in film research with flesh-and-blood spectators 
for more than a decade, my conclusion is that we are dealing with unpredictable 
processes. Individuals seem to relate to all kinds of films as a play with metaphors 
processing different life issues, private conflicts and dreams, often based on movies 
viewers happen to see in the course of everyday life. Suddenly, a scene with a 
certain gist or narrative feeling, captures something personally important.

For Linda the experience of the film Amelie is charged with an emotional impact of 
unmissable magnitude. It is a movie moment similar to Nancy Ammerman’s fruitful 
understanding of art’s capacity to generate meaning-making. Charged perceptions 
of meaning can be triggered by works of art, with individuals “stepping out of the 
ordinary business of life, stretching the mind and imagination”, evoking awe and 
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a quest for meaning and purpose in life (Ammerman, 2013:269). This aspect of 
films as part of our vernacular life, sometimes even embedded in our bedrooms, 
needs to be noted. Films are a relaxing and enjoyable part of our daily life, which, 
at the same time, allow us to deal with important life issues. “A work of art acts 
like a playground for the mind, a swing or a slide or a merry-go-round of visual or 
aural or social pattern”, says film scholar Boyd (2009:15). In that moment, we can 
step away from the demanding activities of everyday life and contemplate our lives.

Narrative fiction, in particular, helps us to understand ourselves, to think –  emotionally, 
imaginatively, reflectively – about human behaviour, and to step outside the immediate 
pressures and the automatic reactions of the moment. 

Boyd, 2009:208, in Plantinga, 2011:39

The pleasure of these activities should not be dismissed. Susan Best underscores 
how involvement in aesthetics needs to be recognised. “Aesthetics is not simply an 
embarrassment for cultural theory; it contains some of the clues for rethinking the 
gaze, visual pleasure and affective engagement with art.” (Best, 2007:509)

A word of caution, however: it is problematic to set up a pedagogical situation where 
there is a clear prospect of the direction of young people’s meaning-making through 
film. Didactic research about the use of fiction film to develop pupils’ historical 
thinking, as well as research on church initiatives to develop emotional responses 
about life issues, point to the difficulties of doing so (Deldén, 2017; Axelson, 2018). 
You really cannot know in advance what kind of affects and cognitions will be 
activated by the powerful medium of audiovisual storytelling. For example, I 
participated in a project called “Video as a Medium for Restorative Experiences”, 
where a supposedly consoling and contemplative short film was shown in the hope 
that it would facilitate life crisis situations for a group of women going through 
experiences of loss and grief. The participants reacted strongly, displaying a range 
of negative reactions, from mildly irritated non-engagement to open anger towards 
the appeal of the film (Axelson, 2018). This took the research group by surprise 
and supplied new empirically anchored answers about the difficulties of deciding 
beforehand what people are about to experience, affectively and cognitively, through 
a film. This is in line with Anita Cloete’s accurate remark, “The focus on the viewer 
or the audience means that there is no single prescribed message from the film, 
but various ways in which the same film could be understood and experienced” 
(Cloete, 2017:4).

As Daniel Frampton puts it, film communicates directly with a non-linguistic part 
of our mind (2006:164). This is what makes movies emotionally powerful. At the 
same time, movies invite their audiences to think about the world and our different 
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trajectories through life. There is empirical support for the conclusion that films have 
the power to change us, or at least some of us. Movies “may add new, relevant 
information to viewers’ self-narratives, broaden their horizons, show them what is 
really important in their lives” (Oliver & Hartmann, 2010:132). Cinematic narratives 
embedded in everyday life, provide audiences with stories with the potential for 
emotionally anchored normative criticism, as well as enchanted dreams about life 
and the world as it could be. Movies have the potential to facilitate contemplations 
of utopian aspects of life, as well as moral concerns, as Linda’s views on Amelie 
indicate. Film is entertainment. Yes, but at the same time, now and then it has the 
capacity to mirror audiences’ most profound ethical views and utopian dreams of 
an alternative world.
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Religious 
Function 

of Film

A Viewer’s Perspective

Anita Cloete

An eye opener, a guideline, also a lifestyle because 
it shows you where you could have been today. 

Respondent

Introduction
Research indicates a resurgence of religion, especially 
through the medium of film. Research on the 
relationship between religion and media in general, and 
film specifically, is crucial in a time when it seems that 
institutional forms of religion are declining. Although 
theoretical reflection on film and religion is growing, 
there is still a lack of empirical work to substantiate/
validate the religious value of this form of media. This 
chapter will contribute in this regard by reporting on 
individual interviews with five young people between 18 
and 35 years about their experiences when watching 
film and the value of films for them. The aim is to 
describe and analyse how participants utilise religious 
categories and knowledge to construct meaning from 
film, and whether they deduce some kind of moral 
guidance from film. The religious value of film will be 
discussed within the framework of popular culture and 
lived religion, arguing that popular culture provides 
a hermeneutical function whereby people can make 
sense of their experiences and life. The functionalist 
view of religion is applicable in the discussion.

Motivation for the Study
It is common knowledge that we live in a media 
saturated world and, due to the domestication of 
different forms of media, it is becoming increasingly 

55
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challenging to reflect on the impact thereof in a critical manner. Therefore, efforts 
to reflect on the seemingly obvious yet complex relationship between media and 
religion, are necessary. As a religious person myself and as a lecturer at a faculty 
of theology with a focus on youth in South Africa, a relatively religious country, it 
is of interest to me to understand what is perceived as religion today, especially 
among youth. I am also interested in how media as part of popular culture and lived 
religion is changing religion by fulfilling a religious role or function. Moreover, as a 
practical theologian, it is important to gain understanding of the contemporary role 
and function of religion, as well as the practices and actions of people in everyday 
life. The choice to reflect on film as a form of media is motivated by the fact that film 
has the ability to create experience and rewrite religious texts like no other medium. 
Furthermore, film tells stories with which we as individuals and societies can relate, 
opening our eyes and imaginations to new or alternative realities, and therefore 
has the ability to inspire us (Cloete, 2017; Axelson, 2017). Films also have a 
hermeneutical function, assisting viewers to make sense of their lives and aiding 
understanding of their communities and broader society. Practical theologian, 
Ganzevoort (2011), emphasises the public significance of religion from a cultural 
perspective. He argues that the media sphere is one where religion emerges in 
vibrant and innovative ways because, as a cultural space, media is loaded with 
religious themes and images (Ganzevoort, 2011:95). A cultural view of religion as 
part of popular culture focuses on content and experience, and therefore this chapter 
will move away from analysis of the film as text, to audience reception. Audience 
reception focuses on what happens to those who watch films. Put differently, 
audience reception attempts to respond to the questions of how viewers use or 
consume film, and how this fits with their worldviews and lifestyles. Empirical work 
is best suited to enable viewers to motivate their choices and articulate insights 
gathered in the process of watching film, and thus facilitate a process of reflection 
(Marsh, 2009:256).

I have previously argued that a viewer’s perspective is of importance because 
meaning‑making in a digital age is a negotiated process in which the viewer or 
consumer plays a central role (Cloete, 2017:4). Moreover, a viewer’s perspective 
gives an indication of how people experience and view the religious value of 
popular culture, and, even more importantly, their view of the role of religion in their 
everyday life. The focus here is not on explicitly religious films, but rather on the often 
implicit religious significance that watching film may have for viewers. Religion is a 
multifaceted phenomenon and includes several aspects, like belief having sacred 
texts as foundation. Religion can also be defined in terms of what people do, in 
other words certain practices and rituals that adherents carry out. Another approach 
to describing religion, is what is regarded as sacred and how people relate to 
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it. Finally, religion can also be understood in terms of its purpose or function for 
individuals and society (Mahan, 2014:6-7). A more precise working definition or 
understanding of religion in this  chapter, is the notion of lived religion, referring to 
the fact that non-religious or not overtly religious practices like watching films, could 
have religious or moral significance (Cloete,  2017:2; Miller-McLemore,  2012). 
Although popular culture is difficult to define, here it is understood as what is 
popular with the masses as part of common life, and the broader framework within 
which lived religion functions.

This chapter could contribute to the understanding of the public significance of religion 
as produced, presented and framed by popular culture in contemporary society. 
Religion is one of the primary foci of practical theology. There is a need today to trace 
the sacred in all spheres of society. The media, and particularly film as medium, is 
such a cultural space where we can engage with the intersection between popular 
culture and religion in the everyday life of people. It is acknowledged that media is 
not neutral and therefore has the power to mediate information and values, but this 
study would like to emphasise that viewers of film are not passive consumers. To 
the contrary, viewers engage with film against the background of their contextual life 
experiences, which include religious views and knowledge. Therefore, it is helpful 
to take note of the different models that can be identified to describe the interaction 
between film as medium and viewers. Marsh (2009:258-260), referring to the 
work of Janet Staiger (2005), discusses at least three models that describe the 
engagement between media and the users thereof. The first is the education model, 
according to which people gather new knowledge. The second is the reinforcement 
model which suggests that media often reinforces existing dominant religious- 
and world-views. While, according to the last model, the mediation model, media 
interacts with users cognitively and sensationally on various levels. Although all the 
activities central to these different models of engagement with film may be present 
most of the time, the third model, the mediation model, is most relevant to the 
focus of this work, as it not only focuses on content, but also on the experience 
created by watching film. This experience not only involves a cognitive element, 
but also an embodied experience in which emotions are a central element in the 
process of meaning-making (Grant,  2003:125). These models underscore the 
power of engagement with the media, because both the media and the audience 
have a certain level of power in the multifaceted process of meaning-making. The 
media has the power to captivate the user, but at the same time the viewer/user 
has the power to resist or to actively use the media to construct a world-view or 
for recreational purposes. Clearly the engagement between media and users and 
meaning-making is not linear, but rather a very complex process. Therefore, it 
necessitates empirical work to facilitate structured reflection to dissect the complex 
interaction between media and users thereof.
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Methodology 
The data collecting method used was basic individual interviews. The unit of analysis 
was youth between 18 and 35 years old from any faith tradition who are interested 
in the topic. I utilised my personal networks to identify possible respondents and 
used snowball sampling to identify more respondents. Five of six respondents (two 
male and three female) participated in individual interviews. Two interviews took 
place at the residences of the participants and I met three others at a coffee shop. All 
participants are from areas in Cape Town. The interviews lasted between 30 and 45 
minutes. Ethical clearance was obtained from the Ethics Committee of Stellenbosch 
University. Before the interviews, the focus of the study, interviewees’ rights and 
ethical implications were explained, after which participants signed consent forms. 
Since these are case studies, the findings cannot be generalised, but give some 
indications of the religious value of films for youth. Furthermore, the findings present 
themes that can be explored further through follow-up empirical studies to establish 
how film as a very prominent form of media is fulfilling a religious role in especially 
the lives of young people. 

Interview Guide

Background information 

Questions

1.	 What kind of films do you like to watch? (For example Drama, Love stories, 
Fictional, Religious, ect.) 

2.	 Do you have a favourite movie/s? Tell me why it is so special to you? 
3.	 Many movies focus on the fight between good and evil (for example Star Wars 

and Harry Potter). In the light thereof, would you say movies could give some 
form of moral guidance on how to or how not to live your life? (What is wrong 
and what is right)

4.	 Did any story in a film inspire you do something or assist you with difficult 
decisions in your life?

5.	 How would you describe your experience of watching a film?

6.	 What role does watching films play in your life? (Meaning of films for you) 
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Table 1	 Background information of participants

Gender/ Pseudo names Religious affiliation Age Language 

Male (Shiraad) Islam 25 English

Female (Fatima): married Islam 21 English

Female (Estelle) Christian 21 Afrikaans

Female (Christine) Christian 25 English

Male (Lionel): married Christian 24 Afrikaans 

Table 2	 Films mentioned by participants during the interviews

Name of film Genre Gender

Grave dancers Horror/Supernatural Male 

Freddie versus Jason Thriller Male 

Annabelle Mystery/Thriller Male 

Harry Potter Series/Fantasy Male 

Star Wars Series/Science Fiction Male 

Fast and the furious Series/Action Male 

Blade Thriller/Fantasy Male 

Underworld Series Male 

Titanic Drama/Disaster Female 

Notebook Drama/Romance Female 

Four corners Drama/Fantasy/Crime Female 

A Cross to bear Drama Female 

Good deed Romance/Comedy Female 

Diary of a mad black women Comedy-drama/
Romance 

Female 

War room Drama Female 

Preacher’s wife Drama/Fantasy Female 

Why did I get married? Drama/Fantasy Female 

Addicted Drama/Thriller Female 

Faith like potatoes Drama/Biography Male 

Noem my Skollie Drama/Crime Male

Passion of Christ Drama Male 
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Findings

The findings will be summarised as themes that indicate which factors play a role 
in how participants construct meaning, as well as how and to what extent the 
content and experience gained from watching film, impacts on how they live their 
life. Identified themes are informed by direct quotes from the interviews. 

Socialised into Watching Films by Parents

Shiraad My mommy and I have a very good, we have a close relationship. Especially 
during the night-time, she will sit and talk with me because my father was 
always a bit too busy so he is tired. So, I will sit and talk with her, but then 
afterwards we will watch movies so from small I watch horror movies. My 
mommy likes horror movies so I never really felt scared because she was 
always there but as I grew into it. For me it is like watching a comedy now.

Fatima I like romance only because of my mother. I was forced to watch it when I 
was younger. She used to watch romance.

Descriptions of the Value of Film 

Fatima I love movies. I watch whenever I can. Basically to me it encourages me. 
Like I said, if I watch a movie, it is something I can always learn from it

Christine An eye opener, a guideline, also a lifestyle because it shows you where you 
could have been today. 

Christine War room I watch over and over again because it builds my faith. The 
reason is there are times in life where you doubt yourself. There was a time 
when I was down and out and war room gave me that help to take it step 
by step. I did not believe in prayer but now I do it constantly because I know 
prayer has power. I did not believe in prayer but that movie open the light for 
me and say that is where you should be at. 

Christine Because it is an everyday life thing so not everybody would follow the 90 
day rule. At the start it was that guys don’t have respect for women – but 
sometimes we are too vulnerable. So I learned If man don’t want to walk 
with me it is fine why should  I force myself into something. 

Fatima I like comedy- it is excited it brings out the happiness in you even when you 
dull. You can sit there and put the comedy on and just laugh and feel better. 
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Mood and Mind-Set Plays a Role in how a Film is Received

Shiraad … it basically depends on my mood.

Shiraad Yes, but it depends on what mind-set you are watching.

Christine I watch a movie to learn from it so your mind set counts.

Religious Views and Convictions Play a Role in Interpreting Film

Shiraad It basically tells you that you cannot just trespass everywhere you go. 
You cannot just go and dance on graves and think everything will be fine, 
because, according to my upbringing and my religion, even if you are in the 
grave, there is life after death, so you disrespect that persons. You cannot go 
and do that. Every action has consequences.

Fatima Like I am more a religious person, so I am not going to take anything from 
a movie unless it is really something I can learn from. I like movies where 
I can learn from.

Fatima Like in our religion, no matter if the person has sand on his teeth and the 
person greets you, you must greet back. It is a must for you to make that 
person feel welcome.

Fatima In movies they are drinking. Us as Muslims we cannot, so to have a head 
on your body, you think for yourself. What they are doing is wrong, so 
religiously I can’t, so I am not going to.

Shiraad I am still young and I like watching movies, but religiously TV is forbidden 
(garam) because of what is being played on the TV, because it can also 
take away time. Like, for instance, we have times a day we have prayers. 
Now if you are watching a movie and it is interesting like ‘Fast and furious’ 
or ‘Blade’, even if I hear the call for prayer time, I will watch. What I am 
saying, it can take away time and take you totally away from what you 
have to do, that is the reason why it is (garam) to watch TV unless you can 
control yourself. But growing up is difficult, especially when you are young, 
you just want to do your own thing.
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Personal Life Story seems to be the Most Important Lens through which 
Meaning is Constructed

Shiraad Harry Potter, for instance, his courage and his motivation, it tries to tell you 
that even if you are the weakest, you can defeat the strongest if you a good 
spirit, good heart and you put your mind to it. 

Shiraad If I watch a movie like ‘Fast and furious’, basically their mission is always 
complicated. So I take it upon myself; maybe my matric is now my mission, 
now it gets complicated, it gets hard, it gets a bit tough at times, but that is 
what every mission has. It is what I make of it that determines at the end of 
the day my result, so I just keep going just like in the ‘Fast and the furious’. 
Ride or die.

Fatima Oh, okay, I love ‘Titanic’, I must admit it up till today I have it recorded and 
I watch it. It shows you must take risk and you must be cautious because 
you do not know the person what they are about, but when that love, that 
passion is there, when you feel connection is there. This is what happened 
between my husband and I, we did not know each other for long, yet we 
are connected, we felt that.

Fatima And that make me more passionate towards my husband, because I am 
a very independent woman, because that is the way my mother raised 
her daughters to be independent, as she is a single mother. It was tough 
for me to accept the fact that my husband is working for me and I am not 
working for myself. Religiously it was his duty to work for me, and I had to 
accept that fact and I became passionate about it. I decided I am going to 
appreciate you, thank, and kiss him on his forehead every night he comes 
home, and say thank you for taking that burden off my shoulders to see to 
myself. You need to appreciate what you have in life, especially towards 
your partner. Appreciation, appreciation, appreciation, it is a big deal.

Estelle That you should not hold yourself back because you don’t have what others 
have. Like, for example, I am short and cannot do what normal people do. 
My length is not normal, but I should not blame myself for it, because God 
will not give you a cross you cannot bear.

Christine The reason is there are times in life where you doubt yourself. There was a 
time when I was down and out and ‘War room’ gave me that help to take it 
step by step. I did not believe in prayer, but now I do it constantly because 
I know prayer has power.
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Lionel If I, for instance, watch a film that says something of the circumstances that 
I grew up in. Divorce. It helped me to overcome the fact that my parents are 
divorced. It also helped me to be a better person. I married recently and I 
must act as a husband for my wife and live out the values of a good father

Context Plays a Role in the Interpretation of Film

Shiraad Like for ‘Blade’, I grew up loving that movie. It is this guy, Wesley Snipes, 
because of his style in that movie, a different character. It is vampire movie, 
but to see an African American as vampire that has his own style. It brings 
a different style to the whole story of being a vampire because if you watch 
vampire movies you only see this white guy who is dressed nicely.

Shiraad Yes, it is better that way because each race has a different style, but it just 
impresses me to see the different styles. 

Shiraad It can be destructive I think, because I watched a couple movies where they 
do robberies and look at the gangsters, they are very creative nowadays 
because they watch these movies as well and get ideas from these movies. 
I was working as assistant pastry chef after I returned from my studies and 
they actually robbed these money vans every end of the month. It was very 
much organised and I am thinking to myself it is very much what they do 
in the movies. They are learning, I am mean the hijacking of the cars, it is 
all coming from the movies and gives people now a wider understanding of 
why don’t we do this, we can do this and it is possible to get away with it if 
we do it this way. It gives them ideas.

Fatima ‘Four corners’ for instance – it shows you how society is outside and how 
you must take extra steps in protecting yourself in your own environment, 
because gangsterism can come knocking on your door anytime. You don’t 
ask for it, you fall into that trap. 

Estelle The day the Lord make it possible to play in a movie, I would like to take 
the role of the woman that is abused. Because I see around me how men 
abuse women and not all are strong enough to stand up when they fall 
in life. 

Discussion
The favourite genre identified from the list of films was drama/fantasy. It was 
interesting to note that although participants indicated that they are active religious 
individuals, they do not favour explicit religious films. Most movies listed are not 
explicitly religious in nature except three, namely Faith like potatoes, War room 
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and Passion of the Christ, which focus on religious themes, namely faith and 
prayer. Clark (2003:22) found in a study on the role of media in the construction 
of religious identity, that teenagers prefer films that are not explicitly religious. 
Hjarvard (2008:20-21) made a similar finding in research among youth on the role 
of media in spiritual formation. Media forms like watching television, going to the 
cinema and internet discussions and websites were identified as playing a bigger 
role in spiritual formation than explicitly religious activities like going to church and 
reading the Bible. Responses to a question on which specific media forms provided 
the most spiritual guidance, film and television were  at the top of the list. This may 
allude to the power of film to captivate audiences and reflect how viewers, especially 
those with a religious background like in this study, read religion into film even 
though it is not explicitly present in the storyline. Religious background therefore 
plays a significant role in how they engage with the content of film and construct 
meaning for their lives.

Explicit references were made to how religion gives direction to viewers in terms of 
which messages to accept or behaviour to adopt and which not. Both Shiraad and 
Fatima related how their religious convictions prohibit them from adopting certain 
behaviour often portrayed in movies like drinking, and motivated following other 
behaviour, like treating all people the same and making them feel welcome. It is 
therefore clear that their religious views and knowledge assist them in deciding 
which behaviour should be followed or not. Christine also told how War room 
brought about what can be phrased as conversion in her life. The film convinced 
her of the power of prayer and inspired her to make prayer a part of her life. Prayer 
is a religious practice that is central in, for instance, Christianity and Islam, the 
two most prominent religions in South Africa. Christine testified how watching this 
film changed her life and continues to do so because she watches it repeatedly, 
whenever she has time. 

Rishaad mentioned more than once that he loves watching movies. At the end of the 
interview he, however, stressed the fact that watching TV is forbidden by his religion, 
because it is time consuming and clashes with religious responsibilities like prayer. 
This finding alludes to the most common response of traditional religion to media. 
The relationship between theology and technology is characterised by at least three 
views of the media, namely media as oppressor, media as liberator, and media as 
instrument (Cloete, 2015:2). At least two of these views of media are opposites. 
The view of media as liberator postulates that media could be used to liberate the 
world by religion, whilst the view of media as oppressor paints media as an enemy 
of religion. Although these views are not necessarily wrong, both demonstrate a very 
limited understanding of the complexity of media on the one hand, and the power 
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of an engaged user on the other hand. It is clear in Rishaad’s response that his 
religion’s stance against watching TV and his need to do so, causes tension in his 
life. His response further alludes to the fact that there seems to be a disconnection 
between this religious stance and his everyday reality and needs as a young person 
to participate in popular culture like watching film. Therefore, a more nuanced view 
of the media by theology and religion is needed, where the media is viewed as 
ambiguous, and not just bad or good. Campbell and Garner (2017:34) makes a 
plea for a bifocal view of the media, which implies finding a middle way between 
the two extremes of liberator and oppressor. Such an approach acknowledges that 
media is not value neutral, but is not inherently good or inherently evil either. Such a 
view is simple, but complex at the same time. Rishaad has to negotiate between the 
official stance of his religion and his needs as a young person. At the same time, it 
confirms that the values imbued in the family do have a significant impact on young 
people. He was introduced to, and to a certain extent socialised, by his mother, in 
the activity of watching film. This and his needs as young person may play a role in 
his choice to live with this tension caused by the fact that watching film is forbidden 
and his choice to still do so. 

Participants explained that what they learn from films assists them to cope with 
difficulties in their lives. Fatima articulated the value of comedy as making you 
laugh and feel better, even when you are feeling dull. Rishaad told how watching 
films strengthened the relationship between him and his mother while helping them 
to cope with the fact that his father was tired and did not have energy to spend 
time with them. Moreover, film assists them in their personal lives, with intimate 
relationships, as both Estelle and Fatima explained. Fatima, the married woman, 
testified about how she is more passionate and appreciative towards her husband 
as a result of what she learned from watching Titanic and The Notebook. Christine 
was clearer on what she expects from a relationship because of what she learned 
from the 90-day rule in Why did I get married? Estelle was able to accept that her 
length is not normal, but that she does not have to feel guilty about that. Instead, 
she can live a fulfilled life despite being so short. Lionel, the married male, relates to 
divorce in film because that was part of his childhood. He said that watching films 
about divorce helped him to overcome that difficult experience and inspires him to 
be a good husband to his wife and a better person in general. Shiraad finds film in 
general inspiring and motivational and compared his matric year to the film Fast and 
furious, viewing matric as a mission that he needs to complete despite challenges 
that he may experience. The stories in films therefore inspire and motivate young 
people in their relationships and other challenges they may experience.
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Destructive messages in film identified by respondents are gangsterism, drug abuse 
and gender-based violence. These are of the most destructive forces in their immediate 
environments, which stood out for them in films, because the films are reflections of 
their own communities. Hence, the concern of especially Shiraad, that such movies 
could give gangsters ideas on how to be more effective criminals. Gender-based 
violence, gangsterism (which breeds violence), and drug trafficking are some of 
the most serious socio-economic challenges in South Africa. The reference to race 
by Shiraad with regard to the film Blade, is also of interest, especially within the 
South African context, where race continues to play a significant role in religious, 
economic and political spheres. It seems that he was surprised and touched by 
the fact that a black person played the role of a vampire, normally portrayed by 
white people. The style and uniqueness of the character as a black person, brings 
something special to the film and makes him appreciate it more. 

Conclusion 
Respondents indicated that they like watching film and do so whenever they have 
time, implying that it is an everyday practice, which forms a meaningful part of their 
lives. The reason for watching may be for recreational purposes, but it was also 
clear that education takes place and that the value of this everyday activity shapes 
their worldview, as well as how they live their lives.

Personal life stories seem to be the most significant lens through which respondents 
receive stories and through which meaning is constructed. The discussion above 
demonstrates that film does have meaning for viewers and does fulfil some religious 
function. I would argue that the religious value or function of film in a viewer’s 
life is embedded in how the film speaks to his or her own personal life story and 
circumstances. It seems that film shows them how to live their lives. What makes 
this more powerful, is the fact that they are not forced or pressurised to do anything, 
but are touched and inspired by the package film offers, namely the story, music and 
images. The viewer, however, has the choice and power to interpret the message 
or the meaning of the film for him- or herself. The meaning of film is indeed a 
negotiation between the viewer, text and context. Film, therefore, does not have a 
prescribed and universal understanding or message as is often the case in formal 
institutional religious teachings and messages. Institutional religion often strives 
to protect especially young people from the world, and the media is often viewed 
as one of the primary mediums that expose youth to the bad things in life. The 
negative influence of media is not ignored, but this study found that film definitely 
also has a positive influence, especially in the lives of young people. The phrase at 
the beginning of the chapter summarises well what was found in this study, namely 
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that film is informative and educational, and can be a religious resource with the 
ability to provide moral guidance on how to live your life and inspire life changing 
practices like leading a prayerful life.
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Film as 
Discussion 
Platform 
in Youth 
Ministry

Nathan Chiroma

Film is a universal and esteemed medium from 
which messages are often sent which are capable 

of influencing and conditioning the choices of 
the public and especially young people.  

Saint John Paul II, 29th Communications Day

Introduction 
This chapter focuses on the use of film as a discussion 
platform in youth ministry. Focus-group discussions 
were used to investigate and subsequently describe 
the role that film can play as a discussion platform in 
youth ministry. The central question in this chapter is: 
What is the role of film in the facilitation of discussion 
in youth ministry? To meet the aims of the study 
described in this chapter, a practical theological 
approach was adopted by using Osmer’s (2008) 
framework of practical theological research. Eight 
youth pastors and 14 young people were interviewed 
using the central research question to guide the 
interviews. The key findings revealed that film can 
facilitate discussion in youth ministry in the following 
ways: spontaneous modelling, mentoring, raising 
awareness and discussion, informing and deepening 
the knowledge of young people, encouraging thematic 
discussion, providing new insights and perspectives 
and by creating change in behaviour.

Films have the power to influence the thinking of 
young people. Historically, films have changed 
society and social trends and introduced new fashions 
in society. Films may be described as trendsetters, 
because it has a direct bearing on young people’s 
social life. Films can go a long way towards arousing 
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meaningful discussion and also in utilising the energies of young people for social 
reconstruction and nation-building. Young people live in a world inundated with all 
forms of films, and the reality is that not all of those films carry positive messages. 
Extraordinary films containing teachable moments with direct bearing to God’s 
Word for young people are few and far between. However, studies by Kohl (2012), 
Brandon (2013) and Bosco (2007) have shown that film could be an invaluable 
platform for discussion when working with young people. Using film as discussion 
platform in youth ministry provides valuable opportunities to engage young people 
who might not traditionally be involved in our youth ministry. Film has the power 
to enthuse young people and it allows them to adopt new identities, hear new 
voices and to see the world from many different points of view. According to Jensen 
(2015:89), film brings young people news of other cultures and other values. The 
perceptible collective ability of film to excite and engross young people, together 
with the fact that it challenges them to think, encourages empathy and compassion 
and provoke laughter and tears make film an ideal catalyst for discussion in 
youth ministry.

The role and impact of film in the lives of young people is undeniable, and therefore 
the notion that a film equals entertainment only could not be further from the truth. 
Ever since its formation, film has demonstrated to be far more than an unadorned 
tool for entertainment only. Consequently ministry to young people using film as a 
discussion platform is vibrant and exciting work and also significant to the life of the 
church. There are many ways to harness the power of film to heal, grow and change 
young people for the better. For example, in Cameroon, during the Bamenda Human 
Rights Film and Arts Festival 2013, various panel discussions were held among 
young people on topics related to violence against women, human trafficking, 
discrimination towards girls and domestic violence – topics that were featured in 
many of the films shown at the festival. The organisers were pleasantly surprised 
by the quality and meaningfulness of the contributions that young people brought to 
the table during the panel discussions (Hunter, 2013:5).

Film exerts a significant influence on the minds of young people and, if harnessed 
correctly, could also have profound educational value. Being an inextricably part of 
the multi‑dimensional framework of youth culture, film can achieve splendid results 
as a discussion platform in youth ministry. Young people have conversations with 
each other on the latest films. Because film has such a powerful sway on today’s 
young people, it is fundamentally important that those who work with young people 
embrace the power of film as a discussion platform in youth ministry. Borgman 
(1997:138) aptly notes that “our goal as youth ministers is not to show young 
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people how much we know. They will quickly humble us if we try to impress them 
with any such knowledge. Rather, we want to study with them and learn their ideas 
about film and music. We are interested in their empowerment to discern and protect 
themselves from the manipulation of electronic communication.”

This chapter contemplates the place of film as a discussion platform in youth 
ministry. The first section of the chapter provides working definitions of film, young 
people and youth ministry. Subsequently, the role and impact of film in society and 
youth ministry are considered, after which the methodology is explained. The key 
findings are presented in a thematic manner, paving the way for a discussion of 
the implications of the study in youth ministry. The chapter concludes with some 
suggestions and a brief overview.

Defining Core Concepts
To ensure clarity and to delimit the material, this section offers some foundational 
definitions of concepts used in this chapter.

Film: The Collins Online Dictionary defines film as “consisting of moving pictures 
that have been recorded so that they can be shown at the cinema or on television. A 
film tells a story, or shows a real situation” (Collins Online Dictionary, n.d.). For the 
purposes of this chapter, film is defined as any moving picture that can be accessed 
via cinemas, television, YouTube and phones or other electronic devices. ‘Film’ and 
‘movie’ may be used interchangeably. 

Young people: The definition of young people varies from one context to the other. 
For the purposes of this chapter, young people are defined as those within the age 
bracket of 14‑35 years, since various countries and various youth ministries differ 
in their definition of young people.

Youth ministry: Simply put, youth ministry is the Church’s efforts to assist young 
people to grow personally and spiritually. Hence, the rationale of youth ministry 
should be to prepare young people for effective ministry within the context of a local 
church or a parachurch organisation. Bomas (2016:76) adds that training young 
people to champion the cause of Christ and to apply Christianity to every area of 
life is what ‘youth ministry’ is about. Youth ministry in the context of this chapter 
refers to every endeavour by the Christian community to reach out to young people 
with the love of God as disclosed to us in Jesus Christ through the power of the 
Holy Spirit. 
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The Role and Impact of Film in Society
The role and impact of film in society cannot be overemphasised. Film tells stories 
about our society and who we are, as well as record of what makes us human 
and what concerns us in the everyday. Even though the influence of new media 
technologies may seem to have changed the way we now watch films in that film 
are consumed not only in the cinema anymore, but also at home and online, films 
are still very much part of the media landscape. Film has played a major role in 
changing our society. Kubai (2002:14) notes that patriotic movies remind us to 
love our various countries. Comedy films have treated many a patient by means 
of laugh therapy. Adventure films have given many a sense of adventure and 
challenged them to explore new possibilities. In addition, film has impacted society 
in the following ways:

Film offers us a language to speak to each other across national, class, economic 
and racial lines, the bonding power of film produces unified understanding that 
normally cuts across boundaries. During the Second World War, film is said to have 
been a uniting factor between warring factions. Film is a reflection of society, both 
present and past. According to Gray (2010:68) film and its innovations sometimes 
has to catch up with society, but often it also leads society. Films are stories; films 
represent the people who come out with ideas about something they want to say, 
something they want to tell someone. Film is a form of communication and that 
communication tells stories coming from societies, not only about where a society 
is presently and what it is doing now, but also about where that society has been.

Film can be used for promoting national integration in that it usually embodies 
and conveys the values and beliefs of the culture within which and for which it 
was made. Additionally, film has the ability to help us to understand other cultures 
and people. Popular art forms such as film are of special importance because they 
speak to the most central of those values and beliefs. Furthermore, film has an 
extraordinary capacity to expand our reality, to deepen our moral sensibility, and 
to shape our self-understanding by moving us closer to cultures, problems and 
realities that are distant from those we know well. Gauntlett and Hill (1999:50) 
assert that film works so well because it conveys us into its world with barely any 
effort on our part. In a more reflective sense, film tells us something about ourselves 
and gives meaning to our lives. Even while apparently mindlessly absorbed in the 
film, we are delicately and instinctively washed with a coating of cultural values, 
unrealistic aspirations and an understanding of good and evil.
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Correspondingly, film engages our vision, ideas and feelings. According to Staiger 
(1992:4), capitalising on the power of film to capture the environment and reality, 
many producers create structured experiences that engage us profoundly and 
sometimes change our awareness or feelings about our lives or the things around us. 
As an art form, film offers experiences that carry particular nuances and meanings 
that can be provocative, puzzling or euphoric. The emotional function of film also 
helps to teach the audience to adjust their emotional responses and reactions to 
certain aspects of their social lives. The overall form and style of presentation of the 
stories in the film work harmoniously and guide us into a new experience.

Biographical films of great philosophers and thinkers shed light on their way of 
living, which provide us with knowledge that we may not have obtained otherwise. 
This knowledge can shape the way we engage with the content of their work, and, at 
the same time, help us to develop new ideas that will enhance our engagement with 
their work. Films in the form of autobiographies help us to appreciate the heroes 
and heroines in our history and could encourage loyalty and nationalist sentiments. 
Richards (2003:341) argues that good films always have some theme and moral 
lessons. For example, we may have heroes, heroines and villains, with the villain 
usually being conquered in some way by the end of the film. Films can illustrate 
how bad actions lead to bad results.

Films can create debate, conversation and atmosphere. Lionel (2017:4) observes 
that film has provided a platform for young people to debate racism and extra‑judicial 
killings by police in the wake of the ‘black lives matter’ movement in the USA. 
Film has also been a great tool in creating and sustaining conversations about 
pertinent issues in society. Anderson (1978:155) argues that in the early days of 
film in Europe, it was used to create conversation in public places, schools and 
even in churches. The widespread use of film as a source of conversation sparked 
meaningful exchanges in various communities, which resulted in value change and 
policy changes. Film has also proven to be a means of providing atmosphere for 
dialogue and reconciliation – for example, film was used as a means to bring about 
reconciliation and forgiveness after the Rwandan genocide.

Given the above, it can be argued that film still does have an impact in our society 
today. However, what remains pertinent is the ways and modes in which we can 
engage film to enhance meaningful discussion in our society and, more specifically, 
in youth ministry.
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Methodology
Qualitative methods were used for data collection for this study. Focus-group 
discussions were employed to collect specific data, and the discussions were guided 
by Osmer’s (2008) pragmatic task phase of “how might we respond?” Osmer 
(2008:28) describes the four tasks of practical theological research as follows:

1.	 The Descriptive-Empirical Task (“What is going on?”): Priestly Listening – This is 
established in a theology of being there, attending to others in their particularity 
within the presence of God.

2.	 The Interpretive Task (“Why is this going on?”): Sagely Wisdom – This is 
grounded in a spirituality of sagely wisdom: guiding others in how to live within 
God’s royal rule.

3.	 The Normative Task (“What ought to be going on?”): Prophetic Discernment – This 
is built in a spirituality of discernment, helping others hear and heed God’s Word 
in the particular circumstances of their lives and world.

4.	 The Pragmatic Task (“How might we respond?”): Servant Leadership – This 
is based in a spirituality of servant leadership, taking risks on behalf of the 
congregation to help it better embody its mission as a sign and witness of God’s 
self-giving love.

The research described in this chapter embraced Osmer’s (2008) pragmatic tasks 
to conduct focus-group interviews in order to investigate how film can be used 
as a discussion platform in youth ministry. According to Schurink, Schurink and 
Poggenpoel (in De Vos, 1998:324), focus-group interviews are useful for:

ff conducting research at a relatively modest cost and in a relatively brief period of time;

ff allowing the researcher to probe and create the flexibility that is so important for exploring 
unanticipated issues;

ff developing themes, topics and schedules for subsequent interviews and/or questionnaires;

ff providing speedy results;

ff shedding light on little-known phenomena and social processes;

ff developing concepts or theoretical explanations of what was observed  
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2001:14); and

ff purposefully determine the perceptions, feelings and thoughts of participants. People are 
the product of their environment and are influenced by other people. 

The participants in this research were youth pastors and youths ranging between the 
ages of 14 and 35 years. Gender was not considered in this study. A total of eight 
youth pastors and 14 young people in Nairobi participated in the study. All of them 
were from different churches and parachurch organisations. Although this was a 
convenience sample, with both pastors and young people selected on the basis of 
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their accessibility and willingness, all the participants were from the Nairobi district 
and represented evangelical and Pentecostal churches. Nairobi was chosen as the 
centre for the study because of its cosmopolitan nature and the role the city plays in 
influencing what happens in youth ministry in other parts of Africa.

Two focus-group sessions were conducted. The first focus group comprised a total 
of 8 youth pastors from the eight different churches that participated in the focus-
group interviews. The second two focus-group interviews comprised young people 
(ten men and four women), focusing on the central research question. Homogeneity 
of the participants was considered in order to obtain their knowledge of film as a 
discussion platform in youth ministry. Permission was granted by both parents and 
youth pastors for those under the age of 18, and considerations regarding the ethics 
of the study were also explained to the participants, highlighting to them matters of 
confidentiality and permission to discontinue their participation whenever they felt 
like doing so.

The central question that guided the study was: What is the role of film in the 
facilitation of discussion in youth ministry? Other questions that guided the 
focus‑group discussions were:

ff How often do you use film as a discussion tool in youth ministry?

ff What is the impact, (if any) of using film as a discussion platform in youth ministry?

ff Mention specific areas that you think film has contributed to the formation of 
young people.

ff What are some of the challenges of using film as a discussion platform in youth ministry?

ff Which films have produced a major impact in your life as a young person?

ff In your experience as a youth pastor, which films have produced the best 
discussion platforms?

ff Where do you get the films that you use with your young people?

ff What are the criteria for selecting the films you use for discussion?

The interviews were conducted over a period of two months, interviews were 
recorded with the permission of the participants, and the records were securely kept 
in the researcher’s office on the premises of Pan Africa Christian University.

Key Findings
Thematic analysis was used to interpret and discuss the data of the findings in 
this chapter. Thematic analysis is a type of qualitative analysis that is used to 
analyse classifications and present themes (patterns) that relate to the data. It 
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illustrates the data in great detail and deals with diverse subjects via interpretations 
(Boyatzis, 1998:78). Thematic analysis was chosen because this method presents 
an opportunity to understand the potential of any issue more widely (Marks & 
Yardley, 2004:9). Six themes emerged from participant’s narratives on how film can 
be used as discussion platform in youth ministry, which will be discussed below.

Film can Promote Spontaneous Modelling through Discussion in 
Youth Ministry

The participants, in particular the youth pastors, expressed that using film as a 
discussion platform in youth ministry provided an opportunity for spontaneous 
modelling. The participants were of the opinion that film as a platform for discussion 
could offer an opportunity for young people to model after positive characters. This is 
in line with Bandura’s (1973:5) social cognitive theory of learning where he argues 
that young people learn behaviour change more efficiently through spontaneous 
modelling. New concepts and narratives provided in films give young people the 
opportunity through discussion to form new ways of responding to social issues in 
a constructive manner. In the words of the contributors:

Youth Pastors A few years ago we watched the film The Climb. Afterwards I opened 
the floor for discussion with my youth ministry group. It was amazing 
to hear how most of the young people cited many positive lessons 
and characters that they would emulate in navigating the challenges 
of peer pressure.

Youth It was through watching various films in my youth group that I choose 
to stand firm in my faith. I have several bible lessons, but they did not 
make enough sense to me, but the film brought the message home 
and I could identify with the characters in both their struggles and in 
their achievements.

The respondents were asked to identify one film character that has contributed to 
spontaneous modelling in their lives. Among the top names mentioned were Denzel 
Washington, Lupita Oyango, Richard Mofe Damijo, Edi Gatheji and Oliver Litondo.

Film can Promote Mentoring through Discussion in Youth Ministry

Particularly the youth pastors mentioned that using film as a discussion platform 
in youth ministry had the potential of providing young people with distant mentors. 
They added that teenage years were characterised by hero worship, and that many 



|   87Film as Discussion Platform in Youth Ministry

young people would emulate the life styles of the movie stars that they perceived 
as successful. However, with proper discussion, young people could be guided to 
choose the right distant mentors – role‑models that will add value to their lives. 

One of the young people echoed exactly this sentiment:

Youth I decided to choose the late Nelson Mandela as I my distant mentor, 
even though I have never met him. Through watching films about him 
and his life story, I thought I would want to emulate his lifestyle and 
would want to be like him throughout my life. His story about courage 
and resilience taught me how not to give up in school even when I 
was having difficult times with many of my teachers. 

Another youth said that he has identified significant distant mentors in his life 
through film:

Youth My youth pastor introduced me to positive distant mentors through 
film. We would go to the movie theatres and after the movie we 
would hang out with him over lunch to discuss the impact and the 
challenges in the movie. That introduced me to many strong Christian 
movie actors that I‘ve never heard of in my life, and that prompted me 
to do a study about them and in the end their lives and their values 
contributed to shaping my live and my values today. I choose to call 
them my mentors even though we have never met, but they impacted 
my life.

From the aforementioned, it is evident that film, if used as a platform for discussion 
in youth ministry, has the capacity and the ability of introducing young people to 
distant mentors.

Using Film as a Discussion Platform in Youth Ministry can Inform and 
Deepen the Knowledge of Young People

Most of the participants have identified film as having the ability to deepen the 
knowledge of young people in different areas. The youth pastors alluded to the 
fact that films like Courageous, Not without my Daughter, and The Jesus Film 
have contributed immensely in deepening the spiritual knowledge and character 
of the young people they work with. They said that such films sparked meaningful 
conversations around spirituality and character development. 
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With regard to deepening knowledge and character, the youth respondents stated: 

Youth My character was really changed after attending a couple of youth 
meetings and watching and discussing The Jesus Film in my 
language. It truly brought about a turnaround especially in my 
relationships with my parents, my siblings and even my school 
mates. The desire to be like Jesus was ignited in my life like never 
before. I grew up in a Christian family and we got lessons about Jesus 
in our daily family devotions, but it never really hit me like the film did.

Youth The reality of HIV/AIDS became so close to me after we watched a film 
about its spread in Uganda a couple of years ago. I have read books 
and have heard many talks about the pandemic, but our discussion 
after watching the film at our youth group deepened my knowledge 
about what HIV/AIDS is all about and not only how to avoid it, but also 
how to support those affected by the pandemic.

Robins (2004:541) points out that there is a connection between film and the 
awakening of young people’s awareness of different matters. Film has a way of 
teaching them the lessons that we as youth workers struggle to teach. Film brings 
to life situations that we are not able to describe or even imagine when it comes to 
the deepening of knowledge of certain issues in youth ministry.

Film as a Discussion Platform can Encourage Thematic Discussions in 
Youth Ministry

According to Nicholas (2013:30), film provides an ideal opportunity for thematic 
discussion in youth ministry. There are strong connection points that we could often 
miss in an ordinary discussion, since our function usually is to take the lead in 
these discussions. Using film as the basis of the discussion we are engrossed in 
the conversation together with our young people, and that provides an opportunity 
for picking out themes for further discussion together and even for programming our 
youth ministry. 

According to the youth pastors:

Youth Pastors I was afraid to use film in my youth group because of the elders’ 
and church leaders’ perception of film, however after using one at 
the youth camp where it generated thematic discussion points for the 
whole year, it made my work easy. Even more so, it helped organise 
the teaching and learning process in our youth group. 
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Youth Pastors From the film Never Walk Alone, I was able to generate four themes for 
my life which I later shared with other youth members in my church. 
The themes enabled me to dig deeper in the Bible to be able to find 
verses that will encourage my Christian journey. The four themes that 
stood out for me from the film, were: we are here for each other; the 
Christian journey is all about compliment and not competition; we 
ought to bear each other’s burden; and there is power in unity.

Youth Pastors After showing the film The book of John, I couldn’t believe the notes 
that my youth group generated from the discussion. We pulled out a 
series of points and asked each one of us to develop it for a personal 
and group Bible study. I was amazed at the themes that came out 
and the themes that stood out for the young people.

Film as a Discussion Platform can Provide Insights and Perspectives in 
Youth Ministry

According to the respondents, film as a discussion platform in youth ministry 
provided opportunity for insights and perspectives in youth ministry, especially in 
dealing with sensitive issues such as taboos, sexuality and culture. Koc (2016:108) 
affirms that when dealing with sensitive issues, film played a vital role in creating a 
safe space for discussion among young people and their teachers in Turkey. Many 
who were afraid to talk about certain issues used film to spark a conversation about 
it. This gave them courage to make a meaningful contribution about the subject, but 
they also admitted gaining new insights on the subject thanks to the discussions 
that were triggered. 

According to the respondents:

Youth pastor I have used film to initiate dialogue among young people who initially 
misunderstood either the subject or the person. Film created a huge 
space for discussing the LGBT issue in our youth group. At the end 
many of us were educated with a different perspective – different from 
the ones we had about the whole issue before.

Youth Film gave me insight and new perspective about the culture and the 
people of Israel after watching The Jesus Film.

Youth After watching a South African film about circumcision, I was totally 
blown away by the reality of the story as compared to the myths we 
have been told growing up about circumcision in South Africa.
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Youth pastor Because of pressure by church leaders and fear of authorities, it was 
sometimes extremely challenging for me as a youth pastor to discuss 
certain topics with my young people. However, after discovering the 
power of film to negotiate discussion, I was empowered to discuss 
every topic with my young people using film as the basis of the 
discussion. We had an extensive discussion for three week about sex 
and sexuality after watching the film The Climb.

Using Film as a Discussion Platform can Create Behaviour Change in 
Young People 

The respondents said that:

Youth After watching and discussing the film Risen in our small youth 
ministry group, I became completely aware of my arrogance and 
pride and decided to change for the better.

Youth I used to struggle with a lot of anger, but the film Men of Valour taught 
me patience and I asked my friends to hold me accountable so that 
I can overcome that.

Youth pastor The film Courageous taught me how to be a good husband today, the 
materials that we used to discuss the film are still on my shelf and I 
keep referring to them very often

From the above it is clear that using film as discussion platform in youth ministry has 
an impact on young people in various ways. Both the literature and this empirical 
study have further confirmed that film is a helpful tool in creating meaningful 
discussion platforms in youth ministry.

Implications for Youth Ministry
The benefits of using film as discussion platform in youth ministry are manifold. The 
following implications are emphasised for the benefit of parents and youth workers:

1.	 Young people are in search of exhilaration, adventures and laughter, and using 
film as a discussion platform in youth ministry could help provide that. For 
example, Edwards (2007:6) cites that in the film, Shadowlands, C.S. Lewis is 
told that “one reads to know they’re not alone”. The same could be said of young 
people and film today; they watch films to know that they are not alone. Other 
peers are watching the same films too, and the stories that develop motivate, 
relieve and encourage young people in unique ways. Hence youth workers 
should embrace the use of film as a discussion platform in youth  ministry.
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2.	 Youth workers and parents should listen and watch to see what these films are 
saying. Often, young people identify with themes and stories, while they have 
no way of articulating their personal needs, dreams and hopes. Parents and 
youth workers should take care to pay attention and to gently enter a sphere 
often overlooked or judged by adults. In doing this they would win admiration 
and trust by simply caring enough to see what the young people themselves 
see and by providing them with an opportunity to ask questions and to even 
verbalise their own doubts.

3.	 There is a definite need for youth workers to help guide young people in this 
area. By using film as a discussion platform, young people can open up and 
share secrets they otherwise would not have. Information gathered from such 
discussions could be used to create lesson curricula in youth ministry.

4.	 Film should also be used to pique young people’s interest in order to facilitate 
meaningful conversations and discussions. The creative use of popular films 
and video clips on topics ranging from sex, lying, adultery and homosexuality to 
anything else could challenge young people about their own beliefs and morals 
and create avenues for rich discussion. Spirituality can be discussed in the 
same way. Young people can be encouraged to use the discussions to create 
their own talk shows about such issues as sexuality, morality and  religion.

Conclusion
This chapter has probed film as discussion platform in youth ministry. The role 
and impact of film in society was highlighted by means of an overview of the 
applicable literature, and the empirical study demonstrated that using film as a 
discussion platform in youth ministry can indeed enrich interaction and engagement 
between youths and their pastors. The key findings of the study described in this 
chapter revealed that film can facilitate discussion in youth ministry in the following 
ways: spontaneous modelling, mentoring, informing and deepening the knowledge 
of young people, encouraging thematic discussion, providing new insights and 
perspectives and by creating change in behaviour. 

Film can thus play a major role in youth ministry if used effectively as a discussion 
platform. Film and other media are part and parcel of the lives of young people, 
having been born in this era of technology and most of them cannot imagine a 
life without media. Many of them depend on films for research, staying in contact 
with old friends and staying up to date on what was happening in their own circle, 
nationally or internationally. Hence it makes ultimate sense for youth workers to 
harness film as a discussion tool in youth ministry.
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Introduction
This chapter discusses film as popular culture by 
using the example of Superman, the ‘Man of Steel’, 
to examine how popular culture can influence 
adolescent masculinity constructions. Flowing from 
this discussion is the need for alternative theological 
perspectives on masculinity constructions. Practical 
theology and feminist theology are used to engage with 
the question of how these theological components can 
aid male adolescents who experience marginalisation 
due to the perpetuation of hegemonic masculinity. The 
conclusion considers spaces in need of alternative 
theological perspectives on masculinity. 

Towards a Definition of Popular Culture
Popular culture as we know it originated with 
modern Western civilisation. It was preceded by folk 
culture, a form of culture that was more connected 
to everyday life and the lived experiences of the time. 
Leventman  (2006:2) agrees that industrialisation 
made a marketable product out of most elements 
of modern life, including human experiences. Our 
experiences became mass-produced inventions rather 
than spontaneous events. This has been perpetuated 
in contemporary societies, where cultural experiences 
and practices have become commodities for trade. In 
the global village, culture has become so generalised 
that people do very little outside of popular culture. It 
permeates our experiences, reason, visualisations and 
even dreams (Leventman, 2006:2).
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Hermes (2005:10) views popular culture as a ticket to cultural citizenship. It 
facilitates the process of bonding and community building. Popular culture serves as 
a collective psyche where events are imagined, re-imagined, interpreted, censured 
and celebrated in a way that creates an invented and imagined community. This 
leaves the individual with a sense of belonging, complete with duty, privilege 
and identity (Hermes, 2005:1). Since popular culture is an imagined space, it 
offers us the possibility to envision the hopes and dreams we have for humanity 
(Hermes,  2005:3). Popular culture invites the public domain into the private, 
especially by means of mass media. This blurs boundaries previous generations 
regarded as fixed – age, gender, ethnicity. This transposition makes popular culture 
in essence political, as it provides a platform for those who would otherwise not 
have a voice to engage with political and economic concerns (Hermes, 2005:11).

Popular culture counters the divisions created by high culture; it offers a sense of 
belonging and identity. It also provides the ordinary citizen with a social manuscript 
that is representative, with the primary purpose of generating meaning (Milestone 
& Meyer, 2012:3). This symbolic meaning could be expressed as pictures, 
morals, performances, individuality or gender (Dansei, 2008; Hermes,  2005; 
Leventman,  2006). Systems and ideological philosophies affect, create and 
preserve popular culture, and vice versa (Storey, 2009). The vehicle is often mass 
media. The next section considers the role of mass media in popular culture, with 
specific reference to film.

Film as a Component of Popular Culture
Milestone and Meyer (2012:1) explain that popular culture relies comprehensively 
on the media, especially mass media such as radio, print media, film, television 
and the newer digital platforms such as the internet. Mass media products create 
links between language and images. Milestone and Meyer (2012:17) propose that 
this makes these media products key ideological forces within popular culture. The 
media produces symbolic material, but in the process, offers an understanding of 
the world in the form of messages on and summaries of the consumer’s dominant 
view. Matthews (2003:233) shows that this could cut both ways. Research on the 
function of the media in children and adolescents’ identity development reveals that 
the media can present encouraging role models for children and adolescents. This 
exerts a positive influence. However, the media has equal power to offer negative 
role models, in the process damaging children and teenagers with alarming 
content. Matthews  (2003:220) determines that media representations can have 
a profound effect on a child or young adult’s development of a sense of self. The 
scope of this chapter does not allow for an exploration of the role of all media 
within popular culture. As such, film as a component of popular culture receives 
specific consideration.
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According to Kolker (2016:1), film provides a space where modern people express 
their stories and myths. People turn to film as entertainment, an escape or for 
education; it serves as an affirmation of the way society lives or thinks. Valkenburg 
and Piotrowski (2017:29) explain that in the 1920s, the prevailing notion was 
that mass media has a significant and uniform influence on the public, regardless 
of age. This idea was specifically relevant to film and the influence motion pictures 
could have on the youth. According to Valkenburg and Piotrowski (2017:29), 
approximately 65 per cent of the US population attended the cinema weekly during 
the 1930s. Motion pictures provided people, especially the youth, with a new form 
or entertainment. Jumping to the present, Valkenburg and Piotrowski (2017:2) 
demonstrate that the landscape of popular culture has changed. Traditionally 
there was a distinction between old and new media. Film, for instance, would be 
considered ‘old’ media, but because of technological advances and changes, new 
media is repurposing traditional media. 

Thus, the changing landscape of popular culture due to technological advances 
broadens the scope of influence. Beger and Sinha (2012:5) state that in the last ten 
years, the quantity of mobile connections in Africa has grown an average of 30 per 
cent per year. The forecast is that it would spread to 735 million by the end of 2012. 
South Africa contributes the third largest sum of mobile subscribers, after Nigeria and 
Egypt, and young people are the prime users of mobile technologies in South Africa. 
Young people between the ages of 15-24 make up nearly 72 per cent of mobile 
ownership (Beger & Sinha, 2012:6). This opens the way for streaming platforms 
like Netflix and Apple TV, which distributes not only films, but series, documentaries, 
reality shows, news, to mention a few (Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2017:2). This 
brings an older medium, film, back into sight. Beger and Sinha (2012:6) explain 
that this availability of multiple popular culture platforms amplifies the freedom the 
youth has to express themselves and at the same time heightens the exposure to 
dangerous ideological notions. Many factors influence how we produce symbols. 
There is structure to how we understand the world, a lens that governs the meaning 
that originates with symbols. Popular culture and media as an example, has 
become an alternative ideological perspective as a means to view and engage with 
society (Milestone & Meyer, 2012:1). Within the broader category of mass media, 
film serves as a powerful medium for meaning-making.

The Influence of Film on Teen Masculinity 
Films can make significant contributions to the definition of the world around 
us and therefore the definition of ourselves. Ligensa (2009:244) remarks that 
the socialising power of film unfolds below the level of concepts, language and 
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reflection. It allows spectators to gain distance from their ordinary living conditions. 
This is vital for individuals in the sense that it can create the illusion of community. 
For those in community, film can introduce the cosmopolitan experience of new 
people and places (Ligensa, 2009:244). It creates a new universality and offers a 
new kind of uniformity, which fundamentally synchronises the perception of isolated 
individuals (Ligensa, 2009:244).

Davis (2018:1) explains that films based on comic books have emerged as a major 
film genre. Davis (2018:2) illustrates that this specific film genre not only thrives for 
cultural and technological reasons, but cinematic superheroes have in many ways 
become a form of exploring identity and politics using themes of heroism, militarism 
and cultural transformation. Recent film studies focus on discourse analysis, which 
suggests a systematic functional‑linguistic-based multimodality for the enquiry of 
film. This approached is founded on the transformation of film from entertainment to 
social engagement and practice, highlighting the complex communicative nature of 
film. Film becomes a multifaceted and ongoing social event, a theme for philosophical 
explorations into forms of art and meaning‑making (Cloete, 2017; Starc, Jones & 
Maiorani, 2015). The textual quality of film guides the meaning‑making process 
of viewers during the reception and evokes interpretive inferences as grounding 
elements of the narrative comprehension (Wildfeuer, 2014:1). Meaning in film 
emerges from multiple interactions between various modalities (language; imagery; 
music; script; artistic expression; audience engagement, etc.). The interplay of these 
modalities result in a narrative text where comprehension and interpretation requires 
the spectator’s active participation (Wildfeuer, 2014:1)

Superman, both as a comic book and film character, provides the opportunity to 
engage with film as narrative text and as a source of meaning-making, which 
may have an impact on the interpretative process of adolescent masculinity. 
Superman as a character has evolved for seventy-five years, all the while providing 
relevant social commentary. It has been adapted to the screen in various films, 
reflecting the multiple interpretations. Superman has remained relevant as a result 
of this continuous process of updating. He has the capability to transform himself 
according to societal contexts while succeeding in projecting the impression of 
unchanged virtues (Harris, 2013). Technological advances have helped this comic 
book character to embrace a new life in the cinematic universe. The 2013 release 
of the film Man of Steel reinvigorated the character’s popularity as mythical legend 
and hero. 

Superman means different things to different people: for some he serves as 
encouragement, for others he is a foreigner, a refugee from a another planet 
looking to serve, an American soldier struggling in the war for truth and justice, etc. 
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Eco (1984:107) describes Superman’s abilities as “… practically unlimited, he can 
fly through space at the speed of light, and he has X-ray vision and super hearing, he 
is also kind, handsome, modest and helpful.” Noteworthy in the character’s history 
is the creators of Superman’s story and the contextual rationale that influenced the 
construction and depiction of his masculinity. Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster created 
this character in 1934, envisioning an amalgam between Samson, Hercules and 
all other strong men ever known (Babka, 2008:119). Shuster was accountable 
for Superman’s build. Like Siegel, he was a fan of pulp fiction and bodybuilding 
magazines, saying: “I was really small, and I was always pushed around by bullies 
and so forth so that was one of my dreams … I took courses in weightlifting and 
bodybuilding and I don’t know if it helped, but I made an effort.” (Secret Origins: The 
Story of DC Comics, 2010) The Superman character became Shuster’s expression 
of who he was, reflected in Clark Kent (as the weaker although virtuous alter ego 
of Superman), but also who he wanted to be (Paris, 2011:13). This served as a 
motivation to engage with the interpretive outcomes of the character and how it 
can be linked to adolescent masculinity. The character in its complexity is often 
depicted as a binary where Superman is the dominant male and Clark Kent is the 
subordinate. This representation, born from the fantasy or ideal of two adolescent 
males that subjected their own understanding of masculinity to the societal binary 
within the hierarchy of masculinity, is reflected in the comic book character. The 
interpretation of Superman as filmic text thus becomes a site that may influence 
adolescents during their process of establishing an understanding of embodied 
masculinity. They look up to him, they emulate him, and they may even see a 
glimpse of him in the mirror (Paris, 2011:4). 

Darowski (2012:66) enlightens us on how these two comic book creators essentially 
upheld hegemonic masculinity as the model gender order. This has also translated 
to the cinematic universe of superheroes. Popular culture has become an important 
role player in the construction, maintenance and classification of masculinity, yet it 
is filled with stereotypes of hegemonic masculinity (Johnson, 2014:70). Johnson 
(2014:71) has the hope that understanding the consumption of popular culture 
would give us an understanding of how it puts forward beliefs about masculinity. 
Symbolic systems undergird beliefs, and widely accepted beliefs translate into an 
accepted universal interpretation of masculinity. Johnson (2014:71) argues that 
the defined modern masculinity is strengthened by demand and adherence to the 
messages propounded by popular culture and internalised by adolescents. 

Superman’s body is that of a strong, white, heterosexual, hegemonic male 
(Babka, 2008; Daniels, 1995; Darowski, 2012; Eco, 1984; Mcquillan, 2014). 
Millington and Wilson (2010:1672) specify that while the media exemplifies 
varied masculinities, research has discovered that power, violence in the name 
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of good and heterosexuality are characteristically depicted as the norm. Despite 
the development of masculinities over the last decades, popular culture still holds 
to dominant masculine traits. The media representation of dominant masculine 
traits allows little space for femininity and alternative masculinities (Millington 
& Wilson, 2010:1672).

Media users may take inconsistent and conflicting meanings from these portrayals 
of dominant masculinities as they react with traditions, people and social standing. 
For the adolescent male, the proposed male ideal may normalise specific 
masculinities (Millington & Wilson, 2010:1673). Yet what makes the character 
fascinating is the realisation that Superman and Clark Kent are the same person. 
Therefore, it is possible to embrace the existence of both dominant and subordinate 
masculinities within one character. The concern then arises when more focus 
should be placed on the dominant exertions of hegemonic and hyper-masculinity. 
Superman as a narrative text becomes a source that influences the semiotics 
and ideologies that could impart the idealisation of representing hegemonic 
masculinity among adolescents. The exemplifications of a binary masculinity that 
neglects to integrate Superman as ‘ultimate hero’ and Clark Kent as the ‘ordinary’ 
reporter, furthers the systemic and ideological hierarchy found within the matrix of 
masculinities. Superman becomes a means to engage with the complexity that 
exists in defining and embodying masculinities. The ideal is to start a discussion 
that creatively challenges the binary without creating a new norm for masculinity. 
This is in line with Butler’s (1990:18) suggestion that it is imperative to explore the 
assertions of a masculinist signifying economy, but also to remain self-critical with 
regard to the gestures of feminist criticism. The attempt to pinpoint the enemy as 
singular in form is a contrary discourse that indecisively imitates the approach of the 
oppressor instead of offering a different set of terms. This also informs the decision 
to participate theologically with different views of masculinity, while refraining 
from explicitly pinpointing a precise alternative. The following discussion keeps 
in mind the complex nature of engaging with multiple semiotic and ideological 
interpretations of masculinities. 

The Need for Alternative Views of Masculinity: 
A Theological Perspective
The developmental process we call adolescence is a constant state of integration 
and evolution, especially when it comes to adolescent masculinity. Researchers 
(Cunningham & Meunier,  2004; Millington & Wilson, 2010) have pointed out 
that male adolescents’ experience a severe burden to conform to the social ideals 
of hegemonic masculinity constructions that impact their reasoning, emotive and 
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physical progress. Film, serving as a socialising agent and using Superman ‘The 
Man of Steel’ as an example, promotes specific masculine behaviours that create 
a difficult to achieve standard. The question is then how practical theology could 
aid in addressing the challenges that male adolescents experience. Practical 
theology engages with social sciences to understand the lived experiences of 
humanity, making practical theology interdisciplinary by nature (Miller‑McLemore, 
2012:472). It is a space where religious beliefs, custom and practice intersect with 
contemporary understandings, enquiries and activities. It also establishes a dialogue 
that can be enriching, intellectually critical and practically transforming. Practical 
theology engages with questions related to faith and tries to understand praxis 
empirically to produce a theological framework with which to gauge representations 
of practice for potential conduct and improvement (Osmer, 2006:329). According 
to Smith (2008:203), practical theology refers to the application of theology to life 
and ministry. Smith (2008:204) explains that a distinguishing element of practical 
theology is that it strives to utilise theological thought to solve real-life problems, 
thus its starting point is a problem in the real world, a real-life situation that is not 
as it should be.

Ballard (2012:164) reasons that practical theology finds its embeddedness in the 
theological task in a contextual method. Therefore, practical theology is a system 
of undertaking theology that takes into consideration the spirit and message of the 
Gospel, the Christian tradition, the culture in which theology is being practiced and 
the modifications that take place in the said culture (p.164). Practical theology has 
a responsibility to theological undertakings and to biblical studies to comprehend 
how the Bible is recognised and regarded in church and in the world (p.170). Thus, 
practical theology provides a helpful framework to engage with the socialising power 
of film and how it impacts the masculinity construction of male adolescents. The 
interdisciplinary discussion and engagement with social sciences on popular culture 
with a focus on the socialising power of film by using the example of Superman, it 
becomes evident that film can have a negative influence on adolescent masculinity. 
This is a real-life problem that necessitates a practical theological engagement to 
formulate representations of masculinity that are inclusive and to break the notion 
and embodiment of dominant, hegemonic masculinity. 

Building on the interdisciplinary nature of practical theology enables both the 
partnership and engagement of practical theology and feminist theology of 
praxis as dialogue companions. Feminist theology of praxis is grounded in the 
discipline of practical theology, but it provides a feminist perspective on moral 
questions such as sexuality, reproduction, violence against women and children, 
the relationship between women and men and between human beings and nature 
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(Ackermann,  2006:277). Stemming from feminist theory and feminist theology, 
a feminist theology of praxis enables the identification and liberation of all broken 
people from the effects of patriarchy (Jones, 2000:14). This viewpoint comprises 
people who find themselves on the outskirts of civilisation and who experience the 
profane consequences of discrimination. This is the case with male adolescents 
who do not fit into the prescribed notions of hegemonic masculinity – the Superman 
ideal. At this point it is imperative to note that although the discussion focusses on 
male adolescents, it does not disregard the life-denying effect patriarchy has on 
women. A feminist theology of praxis enables this conversation on the effects of 
the hegemonic ideal on all parties influenced by it. Practical theology and feminist 
theology encourage the consideration of alternative notions of masculinity, thus 
addressing the question: “How can practical theology aid in addressing the challenges 
that male adolescents experience with the hegemonic ideal Superman presents?”

Film disseminates an idealised hegemony that points to the notion of dangerous 
masculinities (Chitando & Chirongoma, 2012). Patriarchy and hegemony 
undeniably affect all of humanity and there should be particular consideration 
of the actuality that these constructions obstruct on the humanity of women and 
children and men that exist on the margins (Jones, 2000; Koopman, 2004; 
Oduyoye, 2001; Van der Watt, 2007). Thus, it is necessary to search for alternative 
conceptions of masculine constructions. Owino (2010:2) suggests that we should 
closely consider the societal, spiritual and cultural productions of masculinities, 
with the goal of conceptualising alternative masculinities. Owino (2010:2) argues 
from a theological perspective of hope grounded in the transformative missiological 
paradigm, thereby challenging the dehumanisation of dominant masculinities. This 
entails a deliberate theological outlook that will infer masculinities with life-giving 
realities (Chitando & Chirongoma, 2012; Owino, 2010).

Koopman (2004:197) suggests that a comprehensive consideration of humankind 
with regard to rationality, dependence and vulnerability could offer the possibility 
of coming to terms with the isolation that both men and women experience. By 
re-assessing what our humanity signifies, we are able to explore the notion of 
expedition of re-humanisation (Koopman, 2004:197). Dube (2016:2) postulates 
that alternative masculinities can be utilised as a means to oppose cultural designs 
of significance that propagate patriarchy and hegemony. It can also be used to 
challenge the economic inequality that encumbers the human dignity of persons 
(Dube, 2016:2). Alternative masculinities encourage differentiated perspectives of 
sexuality while opposing the essentialism of cultural and societal expectations of what 
it entails to be a man (Dube, 2016:2). Oduyoye (Dube, 2016:3) recommends the 
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idea of Jesus Christ as the mother in an effort to exemplify alternative masculinities 
from African women’s theology, thereby promoting the deconstruction of patriarchy 
and calling for new images of manhood based on care and love (Dube, 2016:3).

An alternative perspective regarding masculinities considers transformative 
masculinities based on the social vulnerabilities of men (Van Klinken, 2012:215). 
This entails that we utilise religion and culture to serve as catalyst for transformative 
masculinities, thereby challenging the socially, culturally and historically constructed 
masculinities (Togarasei, 2013:2). Transformative masculinities pursue the goal of 
encouraging boys and men to make meaningful contributions to more supportive and 
life-giving ideas about what it entails to be a man (Chitando, 2012a:7). This can 
facilitate a conversation and identification of negative and dangerous ideas subject to 
social and cultural expectancies (Chitando, 2012a:7). Chitando and Chirongoma 
(2012:6) emphasise that hegemonic masculinities depict men as having authority 
over women and children, but this is not always the case. Not all men have that 
power, and under societal pressure some men start to behave in a domineering and 
sexually violent way. The connection concerning masculinities and (hetero-) sexual 
presentation is entrenched and bolsters the categorised edifice of dominant to lesser 
peripheral masculinities (Chitando & Chirongoma, 2012; Connell, 1995, 2005; 
Messerschmidt, 2016).

One of the key influences on the formation of masculinities that have been 
overlooked in existing scholarly reflections, is religion (Chitando & Chirongoma, 
2012:7) The two major reasons for this neglect points firstly to the researchers 
who have remained forerunners in this area who is not knowledgeable in theology 
and religious scholarships. Secondly, African women theologians who generate 
a discourse on gender are more specifically focused on the liberation of women 
and children, resulting in deficient theological and religious consideration of 
masculinities (Chitando & Chirongoma, 2012:7). Chitando and Chirongoma 
(2012:7) emphasise the significant influence of religion and theology in shaping 
and confronting damaging masculinities. They further (2012:28) explain that 
masculinities have the capability to change and adapt. The influence of hegemonic 
masculinity, which is propagated by the socialising power of film as a component 
of popular culture, and the damaging magnitude of the hegemonic norm for male 
adolescents’ humanity and for society requires the development of redemptive 
masculinities. Chitando and Chirongoma (2012:1) encourage the concept 
of redemptive masculinities, proposing that society does not perceive men as 
superheroes who appear in critical moments and save the day, but rather as persons 
who participate with redeeming masculinities to move away from the dominating 
norm. Chitando and Chirongoma (2012:1) incorporate and utilise the notion of 
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redemptive masculinities to represent and identify masculinities that are ‘life-giving’ 
in a world that is experiencing anguish from the cost of violence and AIDS. This 
notion encompasses the importance of developing masculinities that encourage the 
health and well-being of all. All the suggested contributions regarding masculinities 
(Chitando & Chirongoma, 2012; Dube, 2016; Koopman, 2004; Owino, 2010; 
Togarasei, 2013; Van Klinken, 2012) refer to a fundamental theme – the importance 
of humanity. It encourages the deconstruction of the life-denying and dehumanising 
consequences of patriarchy and hegemony. Practical theology and feminist theology 
of praxis engages with the notion of hegemonic masculinity that creates difficult 
standards to achieve and in doing so perpetuates an exclusive norm of masculine 
behaviour and embodiment among male adolescents. This engagement enables 
the process of identifying masculinities founded on theological understandings 
of masculinity to arrive at inclusive, alternative, transformative and redemptive 
constructs of masculinity. Furthermore, practical theology and feminist theology of 
praxis enables the recognition of spaces in need of alternative theological views.

Spaces in Need of Alternative Theological Views
Family

As established, film as a socialising agent influences the masculinity construction 
of male adolescents, creating a negative ideal of hegemonic masculinity that 
necessitates an alternative theological perspective on masculinities. This also 
indicates spaces in need of alternative theological views. The first sentence points 
toward the family of male adolescents. Chambliss and Eglitis (2014:79) explain 
that family plays an imperative role in communicating standards, morals, ethics 
and culture across generations. Zain and Yew (2014:294) concur that parents 
function as role models in the familial context, affecting growth and behavioural 
responses in adolescents. Gentry and Campbell (2002:23) remind us to take 
into account that the notion of family may consist of diverse family structures: 
single, divorced, adoptive, foster and the traditional two-parent relationship. This 
is particularly important when considering the family demographics of South Africa. 
The nuclear model of family in South Africa is influenced by several elements, such 
as the history of Apartheid and the travelling labour system, absent fathers, poverty 
and the HIV/Aids epidemic (Holborn & Eddy, 2011:1). These elements leave male 
adolescents with single parents or as orphans (Ibid.).

The space of family therefore necessitates alternative theological perspectives on 
masculinity. The diverse family constructs in South Africa provide the opportunity 
to formulate differentiating notions of masculinities. De Kock, Elhorst and Barnard 
(2015:156) suggest that parents are identified as a target group that have not 
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received sufficient attention and has the potential to contribute to teaching 
adolescents about the Christian faith. This space can be used as a reciprocal 
learning endeavour for both male adolescents and parents, thereby challenging the 
construct of hegemonic masculinity. Cloete (2016:2) explains that the family is a 
hermeneutical locus where adolescents can come to accept themselves, others, the 
world and God. The formative power of the family can greatly influence how male 
adolescents construct their masculinity. The reality of the context of South Africa 
where male adolescents are faced with poverty, orphan-hood, HIV/Aids and the 
absence of one or even both parents (Holborn & Eddy, 2011:1), suggests that these 
adolescents will look to alternative role models for their development of masculinity 
constructions, for instance teachers. The influence of teachers suggests the second 
space in need of alternative theological perspectives on alternative, transformative 
and redemptive masculinities. 

School

Gentry and Campbell (2002:24) explain that school is an important part of 
adolescents’ daily lives. The school environment provides the possibility for male 
adolescents to establish peer and teacher relationships. In the absence of parents, 
the school setting could offer safety and stability, thereby producing the likelihood 
of bonding with teachers (Holborn &  Eddy,  2011). Zain and Yew  (2014:294) 
use the notion of the role model to demonstrate the impact teachers can have 
on representations of masculinity. This suggests that male adolescents will 
reproduce their behaviour to match individuals who encourage and influence 
them (Zain & Yew, 2014). The actions of teachers can reproduce characteristics 
that can influence the development of both dominant and alternative masculinity 
constructions.

White and Hobson (2015:905) explain that traditionally the leading model of 
masculinity was reproduced among male adolescents in the context of the school 
environment, and more specifically on the sport field, ensuring a classification of 
repeated struggle in an attempt to reach the fortunate sphere of the gender order. 
This points towards the need for male adolescents to achieve the hegemonic 
masculine ideal. However, White and Hobson (2015:905) note that the shift in 
male stratification in sport, education and youth culture in this social milieu allowed 
for more accepting attitudes towards both sexual multiplicity and the recognition of 
wider gender performances. Within the scope of the school environment and based 
on White and Hobson’s (2015) assessment of the changing landscape regarding 
gender on the field, teachers could provide both the formulation and embodiment 
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of inclusive masculinities. Therefore, teachers as role models have to be equipped 
with alternative theological views on masculinities. In addition to this, the school 
environment is a space where adolescents develop peer relationships. 

Peer Relationships

Chambliss and Eglitis (2014:86) explain that peer relationships play an imperative 
role in behavioural patterns, including the development of self-esteem and self-image. 
Gentry and Campbell (2002:21) demonstrate that peer groups provide a number 
of important roles that become the fluctuating points of orientation when forming an 
identity. During their connection with a peer group, adolescents begin to develop 
moral discernment and values (Gentry & Campbell, 2002:21). Peer groups also 
function as a source of information beyond the circle of family life, thus influencing 
the development of identity in adolescents (Gentry & Campbell, 2002:21). Peer 
groups also affect the behavioural patterns, especially when parents are absent, 
leading to the need to conform to certain societal standards. Peer  pressure 
perpetuates norms that are established within the group. This can especially be seen 
among adolescent males. The perceived hierarchy of masculinity is emulated within 
the peer group dynamics. This can be both a space for developing negative and 
positive notions of masculinities. Selikow, Ahmed, Flisher, Mathews and Mukoma 
(2009:107) remark that South African adolescents are enormously susceptible to 
the dangers of HIV‑infection and that peer pressure may encourage high-risk sexual 
behaviour during the phase of sexual experimentation (Selikow et al., 2009:107). 
Comprehending the motivating forces of peers as socialising agents could aid 
with the edification of adolescents and the modification of negative peer pressure 
(Selikow et al., 2009).

Religion

Religion is also an imperative part of many people’s lives, teaching essential 
values and beliefs that add to a communal and normative culture. Historically, 
theological and church institutes conform to the patriarchal male-dominated 
hierarchy (Schüssler Fiorenza, 1975:612). As a source of influencing the notions 
of masculinity, the church is a space that is in critical need of alternative theological 
masculinity constructions. Koening-Visagie and Van Eeden (2013:9) explain that 
mainstream media and churches, focusing specifically on the Dutch Reformed 
Church, show a representational preference of dominant masculinity. Hegemonic 
or dominant masculinity is also embedded in representational practices and seen 
in churches that participate in Western conceptions of masculinity (i.e. white, 
heterosexual and dominant) (Koening-Visagie & Van Eeden, 2013:10). This 
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masculine ideal is upheld to congregation members by giving it representational 
priority and lending it legitimacy through signification. Van Staden (2014:34) 
explains that Afrikaner masculinity in the Dutch Reformed Church is shaped by 
the complex intersecting factors of church and culture. The Afrikaner religion also 
plays a huge role in the establishment of patriarchy in all spheres of life based in 
biblical texts (Van Staden 2014:36). This influenced the development of hegemonic 
Afrikaner masculinity that marginalises alternative masculinities by quieting and 
stigmatising them (Du Pisani, 2001:157). With the changing landscape of South 
Africa, starting with the abolishment of Apartheid, the notion of Afrikaner masculinity 
is still in the process of being redefined. Van Staden (2014:37) explains that these 
radical changes and loss of power cause men to hold on to the perceived power 
in the sphere of the church and at home. This also influences male adolescents’ 
emulation of hegemonic masculinity. The church as a space that perpetuates this 
dominant notion of masculinity further marginalises masculinities that do not fit in 
to the societal ‘notions’ of masculinity.

This necessitates alternative, transformative and redemptive masculinities that can 
aid male adolescents who are pushed to the periphery of society, in this case in the 
Dutch Reformed Church. Alternative, transformative and redemptive masculinities 
challenge the dehumanising consequences of patriarchy and hegemony. Alternative 
masculinities can be utilised to oppose the patterns of meaning found in systems of 
patriarchy and hegemony and can offer a critique of cultural and societal essentialism. 
The focus should be on innovative ways of perceiving the ideas that influence thoughts 
and the embodiment of masculinity. Transformative masculinities consider the social 
vulnerable way of enabling a change in masculinity constructions and inspire men 
and male adolescents to participate in changing their attitudes towards women, 
children and other men. The concept of redemptive masculinities advocates for a 
process of deconstructing dangerous masculinities perpetuated by patriarchy and 
hegemony as a way to liberate and transform men. The spaces of family, teachers, 
peers, and film intersect and engage in various ways that cannot be neglected or 
discredited. The spheres of influence regarding masculinity constructions overlap 
and affect one another, although the main focus of this discussion is the socialising 
power of popular culture and film as a component of popular culture. It is imperative 
to be aware of the tension between these spaces. The development of masculinities 
that are alternative, transformative and redemptive is dependent on a joint effort 
from families, teachers, peers and churches. The fascination with superheroes, in 
this case Superman, promotes adherence to hegemonic masculinity, but beyond 
the cultural constructs that constrict Superheroes to defined characteristics, these 
characters can also inspire us to be better, to be more inclusive, to change the 
narrative of our own stories for the greater good of humanity.
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Conclusion
This chapter discussed the theoretical concepts of popular culture, extending to 
film as a component. This illustrates that popular culture has symbolic meaning 
that is expressed as images, values, behaviours, identity development or gender, 
and which is further integrated with systems and ideological constructs. Specific 
attention was given to the popular culture medium of film, demonstrating the 
socialising power of film and how it affects the notion of masculinity and the 
embodiment of masculinity. The example of Superman proves that film socialises 
male adolescents to adhere to hegemonic masculinity, which creates and ideal that 
is difficult to achieve for young men who are still developing their individual identity. 
Practical theology and a feminist theology of praxis point to the need for alternative 
theological perspectives on masculinities that are more inclusive. This illustrates 
the need for alternative, transformative and redemptive masculinities that address 
life-denying effects of patriarchy and hegemonic masculinity. The chapter concludes 
that the space of family, teachers, peers and the church are in dire need of these 
alternative understandings of masculinities to aid male adolescents who are pushed 
to the periphery of society. This highlights the need to engage aspects of society 
that perpetuate exclusive, dehumanising and negative notions of masculinities 
and to work towards a society that embraces life-giving and liberating masculinity 
constructions for all. 
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The Pope’s 
Fa vourite

Babette’s Feast as locus 
theologicus

Hans Geybels

Introduction
Art and theology seem to share a common ground: 
both are attempts to imagine the unmentionable. 
For centuries, art was profoundly Christian. It served 
Christian faith and church. Roughly, until the nineteenth 
century art illustrated and commented on what was 
believed by the faithful. Sometimes it even served 
the purpose of pure propaganda. Artists collaborated 
with theologians in order to avoid dogmatic troubles. 
All this changed in the nineteenth and especially the 
twentieth centuries. Art became fully autonomous and 
only served its own purposes (l’art pour l’art). From 
that moment on, artists illustrated their own faith and 
commentated that of the churches.

Art and faith became entangled in a love-hatred 
relationship. When art created its own sphere of 
transcendence, there was trouble. When artists started 
to offer their own exegesis of Christian faith – not in 
line with traditional opinions of churches – bridges 
were blown up. The list of critical (the churches would 
say, blasphemous) art works’ is long: Francis Picabia 
(La Sainte Vierge II, 1920), Max Ernst (Die Jungfrau 
züchtigt das Jesuskind vor drei Zeugen: André Breton, 
Paul Éluard und dem Maler, 1926), George Grosz 
(Christus mit der Gasmaske. Maul halten und weiter 
dienen, 1927), Salvador Dalí (Parfois je crache par 
plaisir sur le portrait de ma mère, 1929), Man Ray 
(Pray-La prière, 1930), Andres Serrano (Piss Christ 
– Immersions, 1987), Maurizio Cattelan (La Nona 
Ora, 1999) and so on (Follet,  2008: 233-236; 
Bonfand, 2008: 240).
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It remains a harshly debated question whether all these artefacts are really 
blasphemous. It is not always certain whether the artist had the explicit intention 
to hurt the church, the faithful or both. The Piss Christ of Andres Serrano – an 
agnostic American artist – reveals something about incarnation in a way a text 
source is hardly capable of. The same is true of his The Other Christ and of The 
Interpretation of Dreams (2001), which depicts a black Christ in the arms of a 
white Mary. Serrano clearly created beauty with this picture, but he also questions 
Christian presuppositions. At first glance, Serrano is provocative, but once it is clear 
that he has no intention to shock, his art is able to reveal something profound 
about Christianity.

Christian art – whatever this may be – is capable of revealing something of 
transcendence. In traditional terminology: it can function as a locus theologicus. 
In this contribution, I focus on one particular work of art: the film Babette’s Feast. 
In 2016 Pope Francis declared it to be his favourite movie, but if we consider the 
movie to be a locus theologicus for the theology of the Eucharist, the pope may have 
far-reaching ideas about the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.

Synopsis of Babette’s Feast 
In the nineteenth century, in a small Lutheran village on the desolate coast of Jutland 
(Denmark), a charismatic and authoritarian pastor leads his sectarian community 
with a pious and austere life. He has two pretty daughters, Martina and Philippa 
(named after Martin Luther and Philip Melanchton), whom he does not want to lose 
at any price to the chagrin of the young men of the village. 

Lorens Löwenhielm, a young officer at the Guard Hussars who is sent into the area 
for punishment for three months, falls deeply in love with Philippa, but despite all 
his efforts to integrate into the family circle, he has to leave alone. With a broken 
heart, he swears to devote himself solely to his military career. Martina is spotted 
by Achille Papin, a French baritone at a holiday resort, who immediately sees in 
her a future diva who could have all of Paris at her feet. After several months of 
private lessons and despite progress, it is Martina who puts an end to their nascent 
relationship, to the great satisfaction of her father. Thirty-five years later, the pastor 
is dead and the two sisters are still single. They try to lead a divided congregation, 
in which members envy one another.

One stormy night, an exhausted woman knocks on their door. It is Babette Hersant, 
a French gourmet chef, who asks them for refuge, offering her services as a house 
cleaner. She has a letter of recommendation from Achille Papin, who explains that 
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she had to flee the civil war of the Paris Commune in 1871. The best reference Papin 
can give, is that she “knows how to cook”. Martina and Philippa accept her, even 
though they cannot afford it financially. Babette learns Danish and the local cuisine. 
For fifteen years she serves the two sisters with humility, enabling them to devote 
themselves to helping the poor of the region and to serving their faith community. 

Babette’s single link with France is a lottery ticket for which a friend pays each year. 
One day Babette receives a letter from France informing her that she won the jackpot 
of 10 000 francs. In a moment, she has become rich. The elderly sisters fear that 
their maid will return to France, but instead, she proposes to prepare a splendid 
French meal on the occasion of the centenary of the birth of the late pastor. There will 
be twelve guests, including Lorens, who has become a general. Babette is absent 
for several days to bring the necessary ingredients by boat and prepare the meal.

Just a few days before the lavish dinner will take place, Martina and Philippa realise 
that this meal is not at all consistent with their ascetic religious convictions and the 
awareness gives them nightmares. It is too late to retreat, because everything has 
been prepared. So the community unanimously decides that during the entire meal, 
they will not make any comments about the luxurious food. They will remain silent, 
and so doing honour their ascetic convictions.

The sequence of the feast lasts for half an hour. At the table Lorens discovers with 
amazement and emotion the exceptional quality of the dishes and wines that Babette 
serves: potagé à la tortue, caviar blinis, and caille en sarcophage, a chef d’oeuvre 
created by Babette. Each course is complemented by the most exquisite wines and 
champagnes. The general breaks the silence and allows himself to express his 
wonder fully and freely. He says that once, at the Café Anglais in Paris, he was 
able to taste exactly the same dishes. They were original creations of a renowned 
chef, he had been told. Despite their initial reluctance, the other guests start to voice 
their amazement as well, the alcohol loosening their tongues. By the time coffee is 
served, the tensions between the divided community are resolved and everyone is 
reconciled. Lorens sees in this meal a message of divine grace after all the years in 
which he thought that his choices had led to his whole life being a failure.

The two sisters thank Babette wholeheartedly. They are preparing for her departure, 
but Babette tells them she will stay. She no longer has ties with Paris, and no more 
money, because she spent everything on this single meal – 10 000 francs was the 
price of a meal for twelve at the Café Anglais, where she once worked as a chef.
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Babette’s Feast is directed by Gabriel Axel and based on a Danish novella by Isak 
Dineson (born Karen Blixen). The film is on the list of quality movies that the Vatican 
issued in 1995 in the centenary year of cinema. It won the Oscar for Best Foreign 
Language Film in 1987.

Interpretation
Babette’s Feast is like a gospel: it is multi-layered and provokes a plethora of 
opinions and interpretations. One of the best theological commentaries on the 
film was written by Thomas J. Curry, a teacher at St. John’s College, a Lassalian 
preparatory school in Washington DC (Curry, 2012:1-40). He attempts to answer 
one of the preeminent questions the movie provokes: Why does Babette spend 
10,000 francs (everything she has) to create a feast for others? Why does a 
Catholic spend all her money on one dinner in remembrance of a Protestant sect 
leader? Other interpretations, like feminist ones (Goodwin, 1990; Poddles, 1992) 
are possible, but I will focus on theology, more in line with Pierre Bühler (1998) 
and Wendy M. Wright (1997).

Curry pays little attention to the question whether Babette resembles Christ or 
whether her feast might be compared to a Eucharist. Instead, he focuses on the 
violence in Babette’s life, of which the viewer gets only hints in the background of 
the movie. Curry argues that the planning, the preparation, and the service of the 
meal is a process through which the French cook is reconciled with her violent past.

Curry carefully examines four crucial scenes. The most important one is the fourth, 
revealing Babette’s deepest motivation for offering her feast. The former cook has 
cashed in her lottery ticket. She sits on a chair in profile in her room (the images 
reflect the famous painting Artist’s Mother by Whistler, painted in 1871). Suddenly, 
we get a close-up of her bedside. Just above her pillow, we see a picture of what 
must be her late husband and a timepiece (probably her husband’s), banded by 
a blue-blanc-rouge ribbon. After this scene, we see her standing at the sea shore, 
staring in the distance. A lone white bird passes over the sunlit, blue water. Babette 
turns around and walks decisively back home. She has made a decision: she will 
spend her entire fortune on a memorial meal. I think Curry is right: the feast will not 
only commemorate Martina’s and Philippa’s father, but also her Babette’s husband 
and her son, who both died during the Communard uprising. She could flee Paris, 
unlike her husband and son. But she could not even bury them. 

In this way, the feast also becomes a burial meal. This is supported by the symbolism 
of Babette’s chef d’oeuvre: cailles en sarcophages (quails in sarcophagi), a single 
quail wrapped in pastry (the ‘sarcophagus’). It becomes clear why we had to 
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witness the rough plucking and skinning of the quail when she was preparing her 
meal – the process imitates the bloody and violent death of her family in Paris. 
What is more, caille in French is a term of endearment, “Ma petite caille” means 
much the same as “my darling”. That is why she greets the quails when they arrive 
by boat from France with the words: “Alors, mes petites cailles.” Finally, she is able 
to mourn and bury her family, be it symbolically. The feast is redemptive. God’s 
goodness prevails in spite of every evil.

The Pope’s favourite
For the first time in history, a pope – Pope Francis – has referenced his favourite film 
in a papal document. Amoris Laetitiae (English: The Joy of Love) is a post-synodal 
apostolic exhortation addressing the pastoral care of families. The document – dated 
19 March 2016 – follows the Synods on the Family held in 2014 and 2015. 
It covers a wide range of topics related to marriage and family life and includes 
an extended reflection on the meaning of love in the daily reality of family life. In 
chapter 4, number 129 (Pope Francis, 2016:no.129), we read:

The joy of this contemplative love needs to be cultivated. Since we were made 
for love, we know that there is no greater joy than that of sharing good things: 
Give, take, and treat yourself well (Sir 14:16). The most intense joys in life arise 
when we are able to elicit joy in others, as a foretaste of heaven. We can think 
of the lovely scene in the film Babette’s Feast, when the generous cook receives a 
grateful hug and praise: Ah, how you will delight the angels! It is a joy and a great 
consolation to bring delight to others, to see them enjoying themselves. This 
joy, the fruit of fraternal love, is not that of the vain and self-centeredness, but of 
lovers who delight in the good of those whom they love, who give freely to them 
and thus bear good fruit.

The fact that this movie is the pope’s favourite, most certainly has nothing to do 
with hidden Catholic propaganda. “Are you a papist?” the fun-loving tenor of 
Catholic France asks when he arrives in the little Danish village and meets Philippa 
150 years ago. And of course, he is not allowed to marry Philippa.

It has more to do with the new inhabitant of the village. She is at the root of a 
dialectical move: the commemoration of the ‘founding father’ of the small community 
and the opulent feast. Gluttony is a despicable thing for Protestant ascetics, but 
she humbly forces them to the table, where they succumb to the sensual joy of a 
Catholic tradition. Babette reminds the pope of the Jesuit principle of alter centration, 
in which one’s own point of view is set aside, and instead the desire of the other 
person is acted upon. However, it is especially the end, which makes Babette’s 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apostolic_exhortation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Extraordinary_General_Assembly_of_the_Synod_of_Bishops
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourteenth_Ordinary_General_Assembly_of_the_Synod_of_Bishops
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marriage_in_the_Catholic_Church


116   | Religion, Film and Youth

Feast a true Pope Francis film: Babette reveals that she won the lottery and put the 
entire sum in the meal. Now poor again, she wants to continue to live as a poor 
person in the community.

The pope refers to Babette’s Feast in a positive way in this document. In an interview 
with the Italian journalist, Stefania Falasca of the Italian newspaper Avvenire on 
17 November 2016, the Roman pontiff referred to the film again, but this time to 
condemn religious rigidity (referring to the quarreling sectarian community). Certain 
rigorousness is born of a shortcoming, of wanting to hide one’s sad dissatisfaction 
within an armour (Falasca, 2016). Rules are necessary, but they can make us 
blind to what really matters. People who are obsessed with rules, can never share in 
the freedom to which every Christian is called. This might be a hint to what the pope 
himself experiences in his own context: a certain kind of doctrinal rigour, impeding 
a pastoral care of mercy.

In Amoris Laetitiae, the pope stresses the positive impact of the film. It gives 
testimony to true joy. Babette becomes an example for Christian life. In another 
document of the pope, Gaudete et Laudate (English: Be happy and rejoice), we read 
that Babette personifies his convictions on holiness. Holiness is a daily duty of every 
Christian (Pope Francis, 2018: no.14):

To be holy does not require being a bishop, a priest or religious. We are frequently 
tempted to think that holiness is only for those who can withdraw from ordinary 
affairs to spend much time in prayer. That is not the case. We are all called to 
be holy by living our lives with love and by bearing witness in everything we do, 
wherever we find ourselves. Are you called to the consecrated life? Be holy by 
living out your commitment with joy. Are you married? Be holy by loving and 
caring for your husband or wife, as Christ does for the Church. Do you work for a 
living? Be holy by labouring with integrity and skill in the service of your brothers 
and sisters. Are you a parent or grandparent? Be holy by patiently teaching the 
little ones how to follow Jesus. Are you in a position of authority? Be holy by 
working for the common good and renouncing personal gain.

Theology in Action
The pope is right. Personally, I do not understand why Babette is so often compared 
to Christ. She does not shed any blood in the movie (except the blood of the animals 
she kills to prepare her supper). She does not die for others. Her satiating meal 
could easily be compared to the heavenly banquet, prefigured in the Eucharist. 
Just like the grace the Eucharist imparts, Babette’s meal makes the old Protestant 
community happy again. It also renders us as spectators happy. We share in the 
grace that the community experiences. Why should she be a riveting Christ-figure? 
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Babette does what every Christian should do. As an example for the faithful, she is 
more Mary than Christ. She understands the message of Christ in Matthew 19:21: 
“If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor, 
and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.”

It has often been noted that the film offers ecumenical opportunities, reflection on 
the shared values of Catholics and Protestants, but is that true? Again, Babette does 
not theorise about ecumenism; she lives it. She does not want to build bridges 
between her and the Protestant community by offering new insights on the doctrine 
of satisfaction or predestination. She offers no compromise about the presence of 
Christ in the Eucharist. She literally lives the Eucharist and creates a new community, 
based on dialogue and unity. The question is not at which moment exactly bread 
and wine become the body and blood of Christ and for how long. Christ becomes 
present in the visible joy of the community (at the end of the film, after the supper, 
the congregation dances in the open air) when it is reconciled and unified. Christ 
is present in the everyday life of every man and woman struggling for unity. This 
theology is inspired by Louis Marie Chauvet (Chauvet, 1987) and Lambert Leijssen 
(Leijssen, 2007).

If people start thinking that the film is just about ‘being good’, they may be wrong. 
Babette is clearly inspired by her Christian convictions, though this is only shown 
indirectly through symbolism in the film. She is confident that the Lord is her 
collaborator in everything she does. Sometimes we see her looking through a 
window of which the wooden intersection forms a cross. The best example is when 
she wants permission from the sisters to prepare her dinner. Babette is not only 
flanked by a porcelain statue of Christ – the famous Christus Consolator of Bertel 
Thorvaldsen – she also discreetly holds her crucifix necklace, indicating the main 
reason for her actions.

In this respect, I agree with John Schuler’s conclusion (2016:9) of his existentialist 
analysis of the movie:

Babette’s Feast achieves what Kierkegaard treated as impossible: to make the 
hidden movements of faith visible. A film about goodness threatens to bore its 
audience; a film about holiness that manages to get it right would seem to be as 
impossible as roses blooming in December or sitting down to a banquet fit for 
kings in a Jutland cottage. In Babette’s kitchen, we hesitantly sit down to feast 
holding close to the promise of Psalm 85 quoted throughout the film: Mercy and 
truth shall meet. Righteousness and bliss shall kiss.
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Conclusion
If Babette’s Feast is able to make hidden movements present, art and religion really 
have something in common. If this hidden ‘thing’ is religious, the movie can truly be 
considered to be a locus theologicus. In this case, Babette’s Feast is an illustration 
of postmodern sacramentology, in which ‘real presence’ is no longer explained 
in ontotheological terms. According to the film, Christ’s presence is fully located 
after the peace wish as part of the Catholic liturgy, and not after the consecration 
of bread and wine (where His presence was situated in traditional theology). If 
this interpretation is correct, it is all the more surprising that Babette’s feast is the 
pope’s favourite. 
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