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Introduction

In the years since the first edition of this book appeared in 2003, the 
study of religion and film has exploded. There are now more scholarly 
books and articles published in this area, more college classes taught on 
the subject around the world, and more papers given at conferences in 
multiple nations with international participation. There has also been an 
expansion of methods of analysis used and types of films studied. Schol-
ars who write about religion and film are better schooled in film studies 
and so have brought their knowledge of filmmaking to their research, 
offering analyses of the art of the film that transcend its narrative struc-
ture and look rather at how film techniques can convey meanings and 
affect audiences. Audience- reception studies are increasing, and there is 
a greater awareness that film cannot be studied apart from the circuit of 
culture that includes the way that films are interpreted by various audi-
ences, as well as how they are developed, marketed, and distributed. The 
range of films studied has also grown to encompass more nations and 
a range of religious and cultural backgrounds, and the people writing 
about them now reflect the same diversity.

One reason for this expansion of scholarship about religion and film 
may lie in the fact that the study of religion and popular culture in gen-
eral has been growing during these same years. The academic study of 
religion has become aware of the influence of popular culture on beliefs 
and values, largely because of the advancing power of media through the 
development of new technologies. YouTube changed access to video con-
tent with its creation in 2005, even as the development of the iPhone in 
2007 made video content accessible and portable. With the development 
of social media in the last decade, individuals now communicate more 
easily through devices, sometimes at the expense of face- to- face contact. 
In 2005, just 5 percent of the US population used social media; in 2018, 
69 percent did.1 The number of worldwide users of social media is now 
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over 2.5 billion, and by 2020, it is predicted to be almost 3 billion— or 
one- third of the world’s population.2 At the same time, television view-
ing is shifting to online platforms that are displacing traditional broad-
cast and cable delivery, as viewers access programs through streaming 
services or web pages, and this is changing not only how they watch but 
when and what they watch. All this has also affected film viewing as well, 
as today we can watch movies not only in theaters or on DVDs but also 
by streaming them directly to our computers or phones.

It might even seem that movies are now passé, as people choose in-
stead to indulge in social media or stream other video content to their 
devices. Yet we still watch feature- length movies, at home as well as in 
the theaters. Movies remain a big business, as huge amounts are invested 
in films through digital special effects delivered in 3- D and huge profits 
are made as viewers flock to see them on large screens the first weekend 
they come out. In order to make these profits, films almost inevitably 
must deliver the spectacle of fact action, impressive visuals, and high- 
quality surround sound, usually in relation to a predictable genre prod-
uct. In fact, the top one hundred worldwide box- office- grossing films are 
almost exclusively made up of action or fantasy/science- fiction films or 
movies targeted to children.3

But the diversity of ways in which we can access films has also diversi-
fied the markets so that there are more independent films being made as 
well. And although they may struggle with the resources for wide distri-
bution in theaters, these films can still find a secondary market through 
DVDs and streaming technology that may allow a box- office “sleeper” 
to become a rental hit years later. A film may be popular with a niche 
audience and so have a measure of success even if it does not break any 
box- office records, and newer technologies have made it possible for 
such films to be accessed and enjoyed by these niche markets even when 
they are geographically dispersed or isolated.

Films, then, remain widespread and influential among popular cul-
ture products, and this is enough reason to continue studying them. 
While the plethora of television shows offer stories that delay their end-
ings through cliffhangers and multiple seasons, a feature film still offers 
the satisfaction of a story that finishes in a few hours, usually leaving us 
with a sense of wholeness and immersion that not all media experiences 
can offer— and that invites comparisons to religion.4
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When I wrote the first edition of this book, it was still uncommon to 
analyze films as if their impact and reception were analogous to those of 
religions.5 Since that time, it has become much more common to do so, 
although many scholars remain cautious about going so far as to name 
film or other aspects of popular culture “religion.” For example, S. Brent 
Plate has argued that “religion and film are like each other” (emphasis 
in original), in that “cameras and rituals frame the world, selecting par-
ticular elements of time and space to be displayed” in order to invite 
us to “become participants, to share in the experience of the created 
world.”6 He holds that films engage in “world- making” just as religions 
do and that formal elements of film indicate this.7 He is not seeking a 
“dialogue” between religion and film so much as recognizing the simi-
larities in function and form, and this allows him to see the power and 
impact of film as analogous to that of religion. Another example is Clive 
Marsh, a Christian theologian who is interested in developing the dia-
logue between religion and film but not simply to show how films echo 
the content of existing religions. Rather, he looks for the ways in which 
films function analogously to religions, as films also offer ways of un-
derstanding and living in the world. He has suggested that cinemago-
ing is a “religion- like” activity due to its mythic, ritual, communal, and 
spiritual aspects that parallel religious activity, even though he believes 
this analogy has its limits. In particular, he finds that cinemagoing lacks 
a shared set of myths or formal rituals that define a specific community 
and its spiritual identity.8 But Marsh has also indicated that he shares 
my view that films function religiously, “offering inspiring and thought- 
provoking images and worldviews, in relation to which film- goers are 
exploring and constructing their approaches to living.”9 As such, it may 
be a moot point whether we view film (or popular culture in general) 
as being a religion or only religion- like; the key point is that both film 
and religion are illuminated and understood better as a result of this 
comparison.

In general, scholars of religion seem more willing now to view popu-
lar culture as analogous to religion in its ability to shape worldviews, 
values, and identity.10 Some resist making an identification between 
the two, perhaps because fans of popular culture do not always define 
their activities as religious or because this seems to stretch the word 
beyond its normal sense. It may be that scholars resist naming aspects 
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of popular culture “religious” because they believe this will require us to 
confer equal legitimacy on them.11 In fact, there is no reason that would 
be required, as we have never granted all things that we call “religions” 
equal legitimacy, nor do we do so now. We continually make judgments 
on what we regard as valid belief systems or ways of living in the world, 
based on their ethical payoff, agreement with other societal values, or 
coherence with scientific or logical reasoning. We cannot pretend that 
we do not make normative judgments about aspects of religion and pop-
ular culture all the time, and so there is no reason to avoid the slippage 
between the two categories out of some supposed need to safeguard one 
or the other from scrutiny.

It is worth noting that scholars such as Russell McCutcheon and 
Timothy Fitzgerald hold that the way we have come to use the word 
religion is itself the product of the modern academic study of religion, 
which has used this concept to group together certain phenomena, 
perhaps with an agenda in mind. They find the term suspect due to 
its ideological heritage, and for this reason, they argue that it should 
be understood as a problematic and biased category.12 I do not believe 
that we need to actually abandon the word religion, however, as it has 
become a category that adherents themselves use to describe their ac-
tivities, and it has a heuristic value in spite of its ideologically tainted 
history.13 And because it has some heuristic value in describing and 
analyzing certain cultural phenomena, it may also have applicability 
beyond the range of phenomena to which it is normally applied. The 
value, then, of viewing film “as” religion lies in discovering some of  
the ways we can come to better understand what films do to and for 
people, by comparing their form, content, and effects to the form, con-
tent, and effects of the things we call religions: this point will be dealt 
with in greater detail in the first chapter.

Changes in Part I from the First Edition

The first edition of this book argued that films are analogous to reli-
gions in providing stories (myths) that express a worldview, systems of 
moral values, and a ritual means of participating in them that connects 
the viewer to the models of and for reality expressed in them. To do 
so, I relied heavily on Clifford Geertz’s functional definition of religion, 
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which I still find the most useful definition of religion both for under-
standing religions and for understanding how the audience reception 
of films can be akin to religions. That argument will be repeated in this 
edition with few changes, as I believe it remains valid and illuminative. 
As such, the reader will find that the chapters on the definition of reli-
gion, myth, ritual, and interreligious dialogue are all almost unchanged 
from the corresponding chapters in the first edition, as they seek to  
develop the analogy between religion and film viewing as a practice that 
resembles religion.

In the first chapter of the first edition of this book, I reviewed the cur-
rent state of scholarship on religion and film in order to make the case 
for my own methodology as an alternative to what I called “theological” 
and “ideological” interpretations of film by scholars of religion. I found 
these to be the two major approaches extant for the study of religion 
and film, and I found limitations in both. But the study of religion and 
film has now evolved well beyond these two alternatives, so that par-
ticular argument does not need to be made anymore. Some scholars 
analyze the ways that films function religiously, as I do. Some study the 
representation of religions within films, informed by closer and more 
accurate understandings of different religious traditions than previous 
generations of Western scholars, as they are often from those traditions 
or have firsthand knowledge of them. Others offer nuanced analyses of 
the films based on a keener understanding of film technique than earlier 
scholars of religion and film. For all these reasons, there is a plenitude of 
excellent scholarship in the area of religion and film that was still under 
development when I wrote the first edition. I have no desire, therefore, 
to simplistically dismiss this diverse scholarship as either “theological” 
or “ideological” in its method. While many theologians continue to 
write about film, they do so now better informed by scholarship about 
film and therefore more willing to listen to the films themselves and the 
viewpoints they offer, rather than either dismissing them summarily or 
reducing them to ciphers of Christian values.14 And scholars who use 
the ideological analysis of films have also developed more nuanced and 
complex views, informed by a better understanding of cultural theory 
and cultural studies— myself included.

Melanie Wright, writing in 2007, noted that “cultural studies has 
transformed film studies in the past decade,” but these insights had not 
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yet had much effect on religion and film scholarship.15 Her suggestion 
was that cultural studies offered “a means of avoiding the twin poles of 
auteurism and reader response” through attention to more than just the 
filmmaker’s intentions or the interpreter’s viewpoint. In particular, she 
pointed to the attention by cultural studies to processes such as “dis-
tribution, exhibition, and reception,”16 which comprise part of what is 
often called the circuit of culture. Gordon Lynch has also challenged 
theologians and scholars of religion to move beyond their tendency to 
focus on “texts” of popular culture and instead look to “the shared en-
vironment, practices, and resources of daily life” that embed the ways 
people appropriate popular culture and give meaning to it.17 He has also 
argued for a broader appreciation of the circuit of culture, a concept 
first developed by Richard Johnson at the Birmingham Centre for Con-
temporary Cultural Studies in the 1980s. In Johnson’s view, one can bet-
ter understand cultural “texts” through studying the cultural systems 
in which they are embedded, including “the contexts, structures, and 
processes of cultural production, the texts and artifacts produced, the 
ways in which these texts and artifacts were read or used by people in 
real- life settings, and how these processes of cultural production and 
consumption related to wider social structures and relations.”18 Lynch 
makes use of a revised form of this, which includes “processes of produc-
tion, issues of representation in relation to cultural objects and texts, the 
ways in which cultural products relate to the formation of social identi-
ties, the ways in which cultural texts and objects are used and consumed, 
and the structures which regulate how cultural products are produced, 
distributed, and used.”19 I have myself used a form of the circuit of cul-
ture to analyze films, focused on the stages of the process of creating 
and producing the film, the marketing and distribution of the film, the 
film itself, and its reception by audiences.20 While I will not be able to 
consider all these aspects in detail for the films I discuss in this book, 
I will attempt to remain aware of the fact that the meanings films have 
do not exist apart from their appropriation by viewers in a particular 
societal and historical context, and the circuit of culture is an important 
reminder of that.

Lynch notes that there has been some tension between those who 
have primarily utilized cultural theory to analyze popular culture and 
those who have utilized cultural studies.21 “Cultural theory” in this case 
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would be similar to the approaches to popular film that I labeled “ide-
ological” in my first edition— in particular, analyses that uncover the 
ways in which films mirror oppressive structures that exist within soci-
eties, such as classism, racism, and sexism. These approaches may utilize 
Marxist, psychoanalytic, or feminist theories (for example) to uncover 
these structures. Such approaches are sometimes accused of imposing 
a meaning on the film based on the theorist’s assumptions, which may 
or may not exist in the viewer’s appropriation of the film. For example, 
not all films that are critiqued by cultural theorists as supporting sexist 
ideologies need to be interpreted by every viewer in a sexist way; some 
may actually find themselves liberated by the same films that the theo-
rist regarded as oppressive. “Cultural studies” has tried to correct this 
neglect of audience reaction through considering how audiences might 
interpret the artifacts and practices of popular culture (including films) 
in ways that subvert or counter the dominant ideologies.22 The latter 
approach attends to how ideology is at work in popular culture but also 
recognizes that consumers can make a variety of meanings out of it— an 
idea I also supported in the first edition of this book.

In this edition, therefore, I continue to have concerns about cultural 
theorists who create eisegetical interpretations that bear little connec-
tion to how actual viewers receive the films. At the same time, I have a 
greater appreciation for a cultural- studies approach that actually pays 
attention to the diversity of ways in which viewers may interpret a film 
and the need to consider whether a film receives significant marketing 
or distribution. In addition to considering the circuit of culture, such 
interpretations can utilize audience- reception data where they exist. Al-
though such data are still in short supply, the internet now offers a new 
source of data through user comments, which can give us an idea of how 
at least some viewers interpret films, and I will make use of that resource 
to some extent, as well as box- office returns, which suggest the popular-
ity of a film at the time of its release and its ability to connect with a 
larger group of viewers.

Although I am wary of interpretations that assume all viewers inter-
pret a film in the same way or that ignore what they actually say about 
their viewing experience or what they find in a film, I realize that view-
ers are not always able to fully articulate how a film affects them. Cul-
tural theorists are correct to be ideologically suspicious of films that may 
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reinforce prejudices or provide support for status- quo hegemonies, and 
this has become increasingly obvious to me since writing the first edi-
tion of this book. I believe we should seek to uncover all ideologies that 
might be conveyed in films while at the same time realizing that some 
viewers may create alternate readings that counter the same ideologies. 
While this was a point that I also expressed in the first edition, I now 
have a better understanding of many of the ways in which this can occur. 
I have also heard Kent Brintnall’s challenge to me that religion is just as 
ideologically suspect as popular culture and that ideological analysis can 
be of great use in uncovering the ways in which hegemonic discourse 
occurs in these realms.23

Part II: Genre and Film Analyses

Part II of this book discusses particular genres of film, as in the first 
edition. I have chosen this approach as it offers a convenient way to 
structure the discussion of popular films, and many films fall within 
these categories. At the same time, many films worthy of discussion will 
not fall under these headings, and so I have not discussed them; this 
does not mean that the films I discuss in this book are the best in cin-
ema or even the ones with the most obviously “religious” content or 
messages. They are, however, popular and influential for a large group 
of filmgoers, and that is my interest in them; a key part of my argument 
is also that films that do not appear to be “religious” in subject matter 
may be functioning like religions, and popular genres demonstrate that.

The genres I have selected are basically the same ones as in the first 
edition, although subcategories have been added in some cases. I have 
eliminated the longer analysis of single films in order to make room for 
the more general discussion of the evolution of these genres up to the 
present, with more examples. The focus will also continue to be primar-
ily on popular Hollywood films that generate larger profits as opposed to 
independent or art- house films, as these are most emblematic of trends 
in American films that express dominant American attitudes and often 
have extensive international distribution and so worldwide exposure. 
Once again, this does not mean that these are necessarily the best films 
made, but they are seen by the most people and so arguably have the 
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most significant influence. Although they cannot and will not reflect the 
views of all members of their audiences, these are the products that sell 
the most, in part because they have the marketing and distribution but 
also because people choose to see them— even though they may inter-
pret them in diverse ways.

The chapter on westerns, action films, and superheroes is a revision 
from the earlier edition that adds a discussion of comic- book super-
hero films, a genre that has expanded exponentially since 2000. In that 
year, the first X- Men film appeared, followed by Spider-Man two years 
later, and since then, these films have dominated the box office. I have 
connected these films to my discussion of westerns and action movies, 
as they all offer violent heroes who fight and sacrifice themselves for 
others in order to save them from evil. These films are highly dualistic 
but also offer moral reflections on the use of violence in the service of 
justice that transcend simplistic judgments about their allegedly “fas-
cist” content.

Gangster films have not been as popular, but they remain significant 
in the history of film genre analysis.24 The contrast with the western, ac-
tion, and superhero genres shows the different ways films offer attractive 
images of both “good guys” and “bad guys.” Gangster films continue to 
provide one of the best examples of how liminality functions in film, as 
audiences identify with forbidden behavior in order to channel dissat-
isfaction with the status quo— providing a temporary catharsis but also 
perhaps pointing to the utopian possibility of change.

The chapter on melodrama and “women’s films” has been revised 
to include film series made from books such as the Twilight and Fifty 
Shades series. Strangely, increased liberation for women in society 
has coincided with the tremendous popularity of sexist stories among 
women, while earlier decades often featured strong female characters 
defying stereotypes. An analysis of this shift can indicate some of the 
ways in which women in particular interact with popular culture as so-
ciety changes and how the backlash against feminism is expressed in the 
products marketed to women but also purchased by them.

Romantic comedies have not changed their basic formula, but recent 
ones suggest the possibility of challenges to norms, as women in some of 
these films show more autonomy and have interests other than marriage. 
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Stereotypes are hard to change, but we have begun to see more liberated 
women in romantic comedies, as well as more diverse representations 
that expand beyond white heterosexuals.

Children’s fantasy films have evolved in significant ways, offering 
creative and sometimes profound fare that is appealing to children and 
adults alike. They deal frankly with issues of death, loss, and suffering 
and provide encouraging messages of hope, loyalty, compassion, and 
faith. The merging of Disney with Pixar has created a standard brand for 
children’s fantasies, but there are other films as well that offer some of 
the clearest moral messages in popular films. These films have struggled 
with the representation of diversity as well as gender roles, but they are 
beginning to offer stories that are more empowering for women as well 
as people of various cultures.

Science fiction has become an extremely popular film genre that 
continues to evolve as it expresses our increased anxiety about technol-
ogy and its dangers. Whether it is fears of environmental destruction 
or the dehumanized world of robots, these films offer cautionary tales 
that ask us to heed their warnings. Like prophesy in religions, they call 
us to make a future that is morally responsible lest we suffer the conse-
quences, and they express our dual nature, which can create both uto-
pias and dystopias.

Horror continues to be a popular genre as well, with a diverse set of 
fears envisioned. Viewers may go to these films for a variety of reasons, 
including catharsis, the mastery of fears, liminal identification with the 
monster, and the desire to defeat or at least survive evil. People are both 
drawn to and yet repelled by that which they see as monstrous, which 
could be their own desires or the desires of others that they seek to con-
tain and control.

The genre of war movies has been added to this edition. The portrayal 
of war has varied greatly, alternately glorifying or vilifying it; films with 
a pacifist bent have depicted the futility of war, but war has also been 
idealized, whether as propaganda during a conflict or as rationale after-
ward. Since the United States has been involved in an apparently never- 
ending “War on Terror” since 2001, the normalization of this situation 
can be found in films that have increasingly dualistic narratives that jus-
tify American involvement, elide political critique, and glorify sacrifice 
as sacred and noble.
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The new conclusion to the book will suggest some of the insights we 
can gain into popular culture from this form of analysis. Popular culture 
both reflects and shapes our worldviews and values in ways that are not 
always recognized so that a greater understanding of these processes can 
help us be more conscious of the ways in which they affect us. We do 
not need to passively imbibe messages without thought but can exercise 
critical reflection on the cultural products put before us if we develop 
the tools to do so. This book offers a method for examining and under-
standing popular films as akin to religions, and this can help us evaluate 
their power and the ways in which they influence us more clearly.


