The Pop Culture Scholar

By Kevin C. Neece


When discussing such lofty topics as Philosophy, Theology and an understanding of Scripture, it seems almost sacrilegious to transition to Television, movies and Rock & Roll. For the contemporary Christian scholar, however, these areas of study (yes, study!) are immeasurably vital to becoming an effective witness in our current cultural context. It is no accident, either, that the subject seems quite literally unholy. The fervor of Christian leaders against popular culture over the years has been palpable and usually hostile. Martin Scorsese, arguably America’s most renowned filmmaker, relates a particular memory of this prejudice from his younger days.

When I was a child I was a very scrupulous Catholic, and they had a list in the Church, and it was the A list, the B list, and the C list of films from the Legion of Decency. If you went to see a film on the C list it was a mortal sin: if you died after walking out of the theatre you went straight to hell. That was it. You go and see a Max Ophuls
 film and you’re finished.


The fear and distrust in the Christian community toward popular culture, even with the recent surge of Christian artists in all sorts of current styles from hip-hop to hardcore to radio pop, is still alive and well. The very development of this subculture of “safe” and “acceptable” music in popular styles is a testament to the fact that today’s Christian culture still sees the entertainment world as a whole, the one without the “Christian” stamp on it, as inherently evil and a hotbed of sin. There is a great deal of sin out there, to be sure. Many films, books and albums are produced from a hedonistic, anti-religious or otherwise non-Christian worldview perspective. 


The response from Christians has tended to remain, as in higher education and Scriptural interpretation, highly isolationist. The conventional wisdom is that popular culture and its sinful ways are to be guarded against, that exposure to subversive ideas could cause the Christian to go astray, to doubt or even fall into dreaded “backsliding.” It’s true, many Christians live sheltered, moral lives only to, upon exposure to the outside world, fall into sin and depravity. This does not mean that every Christian will fall into such a trap. It does not even mean that further isolation would have remedied the situation. In fact, this phenomenon is an argument for, not against the immersion of Christians into popular culture.


The reason the once-protected Christian falls when finally exposed to “secular” music and movies is not that these things are inherently dangerous and would cause such results in any well-meaning Christian who decided to turn on MTV. The reason the Christian aligns his or her behaviour with the sinful lifestyles often depicted in popular culture is that the only weapon against sinful influences he or she has been given is avoidance. When avoidance no longer seems important, curiosity becomes overpowering or it is simply no longer possible to sidestep an encounter with a sin-drenched world, the Christian is left with no defenses whatsoever and simply goes along with what seems to be popular. After all, such was the construction of his or her lifestyle in the Christian world. Rather than struggling with faith and making it his or her own, the Christian rather just did what everyone else in Christian culture was doing without rhyme or reason – or roots.


A Christian raised in dogmatic, “because I said so” belief based in accepted cultural norms and authoritarian abstractions will more often than not emerge with little foundation for what he believes than “the Bible tells me so.” The first day he sits in a college classroom and has a professor dismantle the Bible with seemingly scholarly tactics, he is lost. When he watches a movie that asks tough questions without giving pat Christian answers, after a life of believing everything that was spoon-fed to him, the Christian has no idea what he has encountered or how to engage it. With no tools at his disposal of critical reasoning and evaluation, value judgments and an established worldview perspective based in more than tradition, his faith is decimated. How, then, can a Christian engage pop culture? More importantly, with such apparent dangers involved why would one want to? What possible benefits does it have? What purpose does it serve?


Our culture expresses, understands and defines itself at the popular level. In our fast-paced society, movies, TV and music are the pillars not only of mass communication but also of cultural identity. We are a media-drenched culture. Every aspect of our society from politics to sex to religion is worked out in our theatres, computers, CD players and flickering late-night living rooms. We use our mobile phones to vote for contestants on a TV show to become our next music stars and later make movies and do TV commercials. We go online for updates on the voting and chat over instant messaging about who should be our next “Idol.” We have video courses for Defensive Driving, Internet ordination for ministers, telephone dating hotlines and electronic services for buying houses and getting college loans. In order to live in the day-to-day world of our culture, we must at one point or another engage or be engaged by media. If we are ever to relate the Gospel in a present and meaningful way, we must understand and be a part of current cultural trends and the seat of all things in our culture is media. We cannot shy away from it or we will shut ourselves off from the people we are trying to communicate our faith to.


I can look at a movie with lots of violence and foul language or an album from a “secular” artist in one of two ways. Either it is a subversive thing waiting only to corrupt my morals, existing to drag me down or it is an expression of the thoughts, dreams and feelings of the people who are shaping the culture in which I live. If I view it as merely something designed to undermine my moral framework, then I and every other Christian are the center of everyone else’s universe. Everything they do is designed to sell sin to me and get me to renounce my faith. That’s a pretty simplistic and diabolical motivation for all the work that goes into producing and promoting an album or a film. If I am not the center of the Universe, however, if I am not just a sponge who takes in everything I see and stores it as a part of my moral framework, then I am an intelligent, mature person with a good head on my shoulders. As such, I can take in ideas and propositions, critically evaluate them and either accept or reject them. In the process, I am stretched and challenged, I understand where people in my culture are coming from, I can develop a thoughtful response to what I have heard or seen and after all that I might actually even learn something. I might just discover something of value that, even though it may or may not come from a Christian worldview, can cause me to realize or understand something about the way God works in this world that I might never have otherwise encountered. The Christian cannot embody truth to a world he or she does not understand. Listen to Derek Webb’s words in the song “Standing Up for Nothing,” recorded by his band, Caedmon’s Call.


I've never seen my congressman 

But I can't deny that he exists 

'Cause I've seen his legislation pass 

I've seen his name on the ballot list. 

The same I can't deny this fallen world 

Though not my home it's where I live. 

How can I preserve and light the way 

for a world that I can't admit I'm in?


If we preach a Gospel designed to impact a homogenized, outdated and naïve version of the world in which we live, we will never connect. The fiber optic lines will fall silent and our message will be static, getting nowhere. If, on the other hand, we live out the Gospel in a way that understands and speaks the language of popular culture, then we hold dual citizenship in the City of God and the City of Man. If we are not just outsiders trying to be hip, but people who recognize and identify with the struggles expressed in popular culture - then the connection is loud and clear and, quite frankly, hard to ignore.


It’s easy to shut out the preacher on the street corner with the white business shirt and dark slacks, rotund belly and slicked-back hair, a tin of Skoal protruding from his shirt pocket. No matter how long and how loud he shouts through his megaphone, eventually he can be tuned out. Soon he becomes just a part of the din, as inconsequential and meaningless as a honking car alarm or a passing subway train. His prepositional, extra-cultural approach has little to no effect. He is ignored because, after all, he must be crazy. 


When a local Christian group hosts screenings of current movies in a home or organizes trips to see them in theatres and engages in a real, vibrant discussion of the story and how its characters reflect our daily lives, then there’s the possibility of a connection. Then there’s a voice on the other end of the line, interest, questions and honestly. The sound is clear and sharp and ideas are exchanged, life is shared and something real takes place. It’s no less manufactured than friends going out to a movie, but far more profound than a package of disembodied declarations over a loudspeaker.


There is so much in our current culture that is just begging for a conversation from a Christian worldview. In music and movies and on the Television airwaves every day people are asking those Big Questions, they’re exploring the possibilities of spirituality, of the Bible, of meaning and purpose. Every Christian who flatly declares these expressions as “secular” and “worldly” and not worth a minute of their time is saying to the people of our current culture that they don’t care what they have to say. They are not interested in what people’s questions or thoughts are, what they care about and want to discover. It spells the loud and clear message that we only want to hear what we have to say, to the degree that we lock the doors on our own private subculture and say what we want to say to ourselves over and over again. We end up just filling our own private box with our own little ideas and all the while failing to be relevant, to come to the aid of a culture that’s searching just like us. As long as we fail to give an ear to what others in our culture have to say, we have not earned the right to be heard ourselves. Christians want the Gospel on every radio and TV station, in every movie house and on every billboard across the world, but tell them there’s a book about witchcraft for teenagers in their local Barnes & Noble and they’ll complain all day and night to get it off the shelves.


The Christian America is an America of free expression and free speech for Christians only and generally to Christians only. Our minds, our hearts, our bodies are fat, out of shape and undisciplined. We talk about changing the world, but we won’t even let ourselves encounter the world we want to change. We won’t allow ourselves the challenges we need to face in order to grow. We’d rather maintain the status quo inside a little grey box with a cross on top and never see or affect the outside world except to scream at them about how messed up they are and how badly we’re being treated. And it’s wrong. It helps no one. The salt loses its saltiness, the light is under a bushel, even when it’s on every twentieth cable channel because it’s not transforming anymore, it’s not impacting anymore and it’s lost the life of the mind, the scholarship of the Scriptures and the encounter with pop culture.
� A German-born director known for his unique film noir-esque visual style, his skillful use of camera moves and a tendency toward darker subject matter.
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