What would you say if I told that millions of Christians worldwide are taking their children to a horribly violent R-rated movie?  How would you feel if I added that they’re encouraging nonbelievers to do the same thing?  How would you react if I mentioned that this film vividly victimizes both Jews and Christians portraying key religious figureheads as either political corrupt or easily beaten?  Would you be outraged?  Would you wonder how Christians could so vigorously promote, end subject their impressionable kids to, such a cinematic atrocity?  What if I said that this movie was The Passion of the Christ?  Then would everything be okay?
 
For as long as I’ve associated with American’s Christian culture, I’ve been inundated with reasons why R-rated movies - a term used to generally in this case, it’s inadvertently created its own film genre – are off-limits.  From graphic language and violence to explicit sexual situations, Christian leaders have strongly suggested that these flicks have nothing positive to contribute to society, and thus would spiritually afflict anyone willing to see them.  In fact, I vividly remember a trend that even discouraged Disney movies because of the Mouse’s willingness to hire homosexual applicants and promote the gay lifestyle at their theme parks!  With such a critical eye constantly scrutinizing today’s media, all under the pretense of “protecting the children,” why does The Passion of the Christ, get a pass?

Answer: because it’s the Passion of the Christ.  Simply put, it’s a Jesus movie, so “everyone should see it!”  Further, it’s a serious Jesus movie – void of sex and song – produced by a legitimate Hollywood talent and, despite several “artistic interpretations,” is inspired by the actual Gospels from which the crucifixion account is recorded.  Hell, the flick has been dubbed all but an addendum to the Bible itself!  And although the film does little to emphasize the redemption fulfilled through Jesus’ brutal death - not to mention that footnote I call His resurrection – Christian moviegoers, young and old alike, have proclaimed that their viewing experience have been emotionally moving and spiritually satisfying.  But what more is this film other than a cinematic crucifix dangling around Mel Gibson’s neck?  

Months before its release, Gibson marketed Passion to the Christian community, literally preaching to the choir and assuring some revenue at the box office.  Interviews with Barbara Walters and Jay Leno confirmed his legitimacy as both a moviemaker with conviction and a religious man with celebrity.  Controversy surrounding his father’s anti-Semitism didn’t dissuade an opening weekend blowout.  And through it all, Gibson has warned that Passion is unforgiving in its violence and brief historical context.  In fact, Passion is notably more violent than Mel’s directorial achievement Braveheart, which also tells the bloody story of an underrated martyr.  But would Christians encourage their kids to take in that R-rated movie?  Of course not!  It’s not a Jesus movie.

What I’m saying is, when Christians embraced this movie, they unwittingly abandoned their condemnation of R-rated films.  To use that ranking – “rated R” – to disavow a movie’s relevance or entertainment value would be hypocritical in light of their acceptance of Passion.  They have finally acknowledged that violence is an appropriate, even necessary, means to an end, which in case is an accurate portrayal of the Christ’s death.  And if it’s acceptable in this context, why not embrace its use in a film like Natural Born Killers, which simply sought to expose the demented psyche of serial killers?  Why not encourage kids to take in that socially conscious flick?

I already know what you’d answer.  “Those ‘secular’ movies glorify murder!  Impressionable children will emulate that violent behavior!”  Well isn’t the vicious victimizing of Jesus glorified in Passion?  Isn’t the Christ’s clumsy convoy to Calvary – and the understanding thereof – esteemed as an essential component of salvation?  Do the lyrics “Jesus who died/now glorified” ring a bell?  To insist that youth will emulate glorified violence is to assume that nailing kids to a cross will become the next “cool” thing for Christian children to do!  Remember, kids will act out whatever they see on the silver screen, right?  Maybe Mel’s movie will do for crucifixions what Beavis and Butthead did for house fires, or what Doom did for columbine.

I’ve recently heard of a colloquial argument from the church that asserts the “R” rating stands for reality.  Sure, Passion is realistic – and perhaps it even “is as it was” – but no more so than the coarse slang and violent lifestyle depicted in any mafia movie.  So why are those flicks cautiously and outspokenly protested?  In fact, when taking their kids to Passion, the parents that have guarded their children from this R-rated genre are jump-starting the thoughts of violence they’ve always sought to avoid.  Imagine – you’re a child that has never witnessed on-screen brutality, and suddenly your parents take you to the most violent movie ever made!  How will a child perceive reality after that?

The bottom line is, The Passion of the Christ has already done enough damage… to the church itself.  Despite Mel’s motives in producing this movie, the whole affair has changed the church in America into what it has always sought to expose – the church has become a trend-following Hollywood hound dog.  Take Jesus out of the equation and Passion represents everything that Christians are taught to rebuke in today’s society: gratuitous violence, the brainwashing of children, and perhaps most importantly, the conceit of celebrity.  Think about it – by touting his newfound faith, Mel Gibson has traced black lines under his eyes and flung himself into the marketplace, boasting the strength of his spirituality!   And Jesus is caught in the middle.  I’d like to think God is seeing the whole picture, and like any true Gibson fan, is a little disappointed, muttering to himself, “I’m getting too old for this shit.”

