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Most people who see the trailer for Rocky Balboa have one of two responses: A strong desire to stand up and cheer (possibly atop a set of stairs) or eye-rolling disbelief. But whether you find the concept of a sixth (that’s right, sixth) Rocky film a reason to celebrate or groan, the fact remains that Rocky is not only an indelible part of the American and indeed the global cultural imagination, but the films bearing his name have won Oscars and genuinely inspired millions of people.
Such inspiration is no stranger to Sylvester Stallone who, in addition to playing the underdog boxing hero, has written every Rocky screenplay and has directed four of the six films, including this most recent endeavor.
 Stallone says that he felt he was himself divinely inspired to create the character of Rocky and to write the first screenplay, especially when said screenplay won an Academy Award. 

"I always felt as though I was a conduit for God's word, that I wasn't creating it, because it didn't come from an academic background. I never was a major in English, and all of a sudden I write a screenplay that is being nominated for best picture of the year, so I figured it had to have come from God."
 

For Stallone, the influence of Christian faith on his work – and especially in the Rocky films – is nothing new. As he has entered into a kind of resurgence of faith in recent years, though, he has put more effort into drawing attention to this element in Rocky Balboa than he ever has in previous films.
In a recent article in Christianity Today’s online edition, Peter T. Chattaway comments that “there has been much talk lately about Stallone's efforts to promote Rocky Balboa to the religious media.” But, since the film only features one scene of Rocky and his friend Spider Rico reading a Bible verse, Chattaway concludes that the spiritual element of the film is, “nothing to write home about.”
 
While I respect Mr. Chattaway as a film critic, I have to say I disagree with his assessment – and I take issue with the presuppositions that seem to have informed his conclusion. The religious media-directed promotion to which Mr. Chattaway refers is the work of Motive Entertainment, a marketing company whose efforts have recently been focused on such films as The Passion of the Christ and The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, The Witch and The Wardrobe. 
What Chattaway and others who seem disappointed with the film’s relative lack of overtly religious content appear to be expecting based on Motive Entertainment’s marketing push is something far more evangelistic and, to be honest, far more didactic than the marketing or Sylvester Stallone ever really claim. And make no mistake – the Christian interest angle is no surprise to Stallone. He has been actively involved in Motive’s marketing push, appearing on their website, doing interviews with pastors and Christian media professionals and speaking about his faith and the role it plays in his life and work.
While Rocky Balboa is not, in the traditional sense of the term, a religious film, its relevance in the areas of faith and vocation go much deeper than Rocky’s friend reading a Bible verse. By Stallone’s own intention, the journey of Rocky Balboa as a character – from his first, Oscar-winning appearance in 1976 to his final bout 30 years later – is a spiritual journey. 

Rocky has always been, to one degree or another, a Christian. He prays before every fight, often crossing himself in the dressing room or in the ring. He publicly thanks God for his victory in Rocky II and spends prayerful hours in a hospital chapel in that same film as his wife Adrian teeters on the brink of death. He often receives blessings from his priest, Father Carmine (“I love when he does that!” he says), and talks about going to church on Sunday. In fact, the final image of Rocky V, originally intended to end the film series, is of Father Carmine blessing Rocky as a crowd cheers him on. 
Similarly, Stallone himself points to the fact that the very first image in the film Rocky is “not the streets, not the skylines…the first image is Christ.”
 It’s a painting on the wall at the Resurrection Athletic club where Rocky is engaged in a minor, but brutal boxing match. Stallone says that this image is intended to indicate that Rocky has been chosen by God to go on a spiritual journey, that “this…lost soul is going to accomplish something.”
 Stallone continues,
We realize that Rocky has been chosen in a sense, for divine guidance and intervention. And, all of a sudden, he starts to turn to faith, he prays before every fight, and we follow that theme through most of the Rockys. There’s a tremendous spirituality connected with the character, because the entire thing was never based on heavy realism; it was based on dilemmas and good Christian values — whether he could persevere through all the storms and all the problems that were presented to him. He always went back to this inner faith, and that’s where the strength came from.

These directly religious images are effectively and tastefully used, but are also easy to spot. And, in a way, though they are important, they could serve as a distraction from a discussion of perhaps the more noteworthy influence of Rocky’s – and indeed Stallone’s – faith on the films and, in particular, on Rocky Balboa. In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus says,
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter into the kingdom of heaven – only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven. On that day, many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, didn’t we prophesy in your name, and in your name cast out demons and do many powerful deeds?’ Then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you. Go away from me, you lawbreakers!’ Everyone who hears these words of mine and does them is like a wise man who built his house on rock.”

Here, Jesus says that religious platitudes are not salvific – that His disciples are known, not by what they preach, but by what they do. Jesus is interested in lives lived for His kingdom. “Everyone who hears these words of mine and does them,” He says, are the wise ones whose houses are built on the rock.

All sorts of things may be done in Jesus’ name. Jesus isn’t interested in whose name these things are done, but for whose sake. Religious language, even “powerful deeds” do not measure up to the simple living out of Jesus’ words. I would suggest that, far from being a faithless public figure who showcases his religious affiliation for others to congratulate, Rocky’s house is built on the rock. 
Christians often seem to want characters in movies who say “Lord, Lord.” They can become so locked in on the words and the symbols used that they seem to spend their energy just listening for someone to say “Jesus.” Instead, Stallone gives us a character who lives with a sense of justice and is characterized by humility, generosity, sincerity, forgiveness, love, hope, patience, and self-control. Rocky’s faith may not be declared from a pulpit, but it is most certainly lived. As St. Francis of Asisi reportedly admonished his followers, “Go out today and preach the Gospel. And if you must…use words.”

It is here – where confessed doctrine meets honest action – that Christian faith has the opportunity to do more than simply proclaim propositional truth. When Christians begin to take seriously the idea that living like Jesus works, that following His example makes the world a better place, we can start to affect a real change in the world around us.

The rest of the world looks at Christians and sees chiefly, according to George Barna, that they meet together in groups and oppose a lot of things. If Christianity shows no real, day to day benefit to the world, why would anyone be interested in joining up? Who wants to become a raving political fanatic who spends all their time trying to get other people to change their beliefs? What appeal is there in a group of people who will, as singer/songwriter Steve Taylor put it, “only drink milk from a Christian cow?”


Rocky tries to make a real difference in the lives of those around him. There are many examples of this throughout the film series, but I will try to focus herein on those particularly highlighted in Rocky Balboa. 


When asked what Scripture he lives his life by, Sylvester Stallone pointed to Mark Chapter 4 and the parable of the sower. I found this interesting because I had thought that Rocky plays an interesting role in this metaphor.


Rocky is an outcast, an underdog. He has gathered around him over the years a group of outcasts and misfits, without whom he could not have succeeded. Among the outcasts is Little Marie. (Clip from Rocky)

Though he tried in vain to steer her away from the wrong crowd when she was young, Marie comes back into Rocky’s life, living in the worst area of the neighborhood in a small apartment with a broken porch light attached to an abandoned building. She also has a son of her own named Steps (short for Stephens). Rocky decides to pick up where he left off, offering Marie a job in the restaurant he now owns and becoming a mentor to Steps. 


Most people – most Christians – leave Little Marie and her son in places like this without a kind word, let alone a minute of their time. We tend to uncomfortably look away from people like Marie and Steps, or make judgments as Rocky’s brother-in-law Paulie does about Steps saying, “Who’s the criminal?” and “Hide the silverware.” 


But Rocky invests his time, his generosity into this family. When he comes over a second time, he brings a new light bulb and screws it into the porch light. It burns shockingly bright and Marie asks why he is being so nice, remarking that he doesn’t owe them anything. As he gets into his van to drive away, Rocky calls back, “Hey, Little Marie! Let there be light!” But the light that shines brighter than the one on the porch is the smile on Marie’s face, where the real light – the light of love and acceptance – is turning on inside.

We hear the parable of the sower sowing the seeds of God’s Word and some falls on the rocks and on the path and among the weeds and some on good soil. Then as Jesus explains how each type of ground is a type of person who hears the word, we often begin labeling people, “He’s a path, she’s full of weeds,” etc. 


But Rocky doesn’t see who people are right now. He looks to the heart and sees who they can be. Most Christians say they are sowers or reapers or they may come along and water the seeds, but Rocky takes a different approach – one the contemporary Church can learn from. Rocky tills the soil.


Instead of deciding that the seed of love won’t take root in stony hearts or that people are weeds, Rocky is the one that few of us thinks about who looks at those people that others have written off and decides to remove the rocks, uproot the weeds and plow the path under. Where others see lost causes, Rocky sees potentially good soil. He sees the heart and the promise in everyone around him, including a down on his luck fighter he once bested in the ring named Spider Rico. (Clip from Rocky Balboa)

There are several things to talk about in this scene. First is Rocky’s generosity, giving away free food on a regular basis to his guests like Spider Rico. He pays special attention to Isabel, taking personal interest in her life and her child, again focusing on people and potential, as he does with Spider. When Isabel says, “He doesn’t even look like a fighter,” Rocky’s quick reply is “Spider Rico can hit.” He can hit – present tense. Rocky sees the fighter inside Spider, not the aging skinny fellow others see.


But another reason this scene is important is Spider’s response to Rocky’s continued generosity. He does dishes. “Jesus wants me to work!” he insists. On his way back up the stairs, Rocky remarks, “I’m just glad Jesus doesn’t want him to cook.” But Spider’s words echo the theme of vocation, of work and calling, that permeates this film. As Christians, the idea of vocation, the work we are called by God to do with our lives, is of central importance. Quite literally, Jesus wants us to work!

Rocky tells Paulie, “When you’re in one place long enough, you become that place.” This refers not only to Rocky’s love for the city around him and compassion for the people in it, but to staying in one place – one station in life. Rocky is supposed to submit to his so-called old age (only 60). He is supposed to quietly go out to pasture. But he does not resign to the place in life others have laid out for him. Rocky still hears a call.


Though he has lost everything, his career, his fortune, even his wife to cancer, he has not lost the “stuff in the basement.” The “beast inside” still needs to be dealt with and Rocky is determined to fulfill his calling to the last letter. What is Rocky’s calling, anyway? Is it, as he describes to his son, “standing toe to toe and saying ‘I am,’” or is it something deeper than that? As he begins the journey to his last fight, like all great heroes, Rocky questions his calling. And, in a reversal of roles, it is Marie who helps him answer it. (Clip from Rocky Balboa)


Fighters fight. And, as Stallone uses boxing as a metaphor for life, so Paul says, “I have fought the good fight.”
 But what is, after all, a good fight? We’re talking about something literal, something physical and bloody here. Can Rocky’s desire to fight really be a holy calling? Yes it can. Because when Rocky fights, when Rocky wins, we are in the ring with him. 

When Rocky takes Steps to the pound, to pick out a dog the teen is immediately drawn to the strength of the meanest looking dog in the room, But Rocky redirects his attention to a scraggly old mutt laying on his side. Steps remarks that the dog isn’t doing anything because he’s “dead.” But Rocky sees things differently. He sees that the old dog is wisely not wasting any energy. They decide to adopt the dog and, with a bit of a jab to Rocky’s age, Steps suggests the name Punchy, which he is surprised that Rocky agrees to. Later, when Rocky makes his famous run yet again to the top of the steps at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, he holds Punchy under his arm.


Rocky may spend his professional life knocking down opponents, but he spends his personal life building up those around him. Because of this, he lifts up the crowd at a fight as well. In the ring and in life, Rocky casts down the proud and the mighty and he lifts up the meek and the lowly.


The steps at the Philadelphia Museum of Art have become synonymous with the character of Rocky, as they are frequently referred to as “The Rocky Steps.” And, while it has moved the Rocky statue that once stood at the top of the steps, the museum still pays tribute to its cinematic connection with American popular culture.


Not surprisingly, the Rocky pictures have inspired thousands of people to run to the top of these steps and hold their hands aloft as Rocky does. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the phenomenon continues thirty years after the Italian Stallion first made the ascent, unabated by the sometimes flagging popularity of the film series. The tradition is even featured during the end credits of Rocky Balboa with footage of all sorts of people literally following in Rocky’s footsteps. Virtually every single day in the city of Philadelphia, at least one person runs the steps – and it’s not just to mimic a movie.


In their book Rocky Stories, Michael Vitez and Tom Gralish, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and photographer, respectively, chronicle the highlights of a year spent at the steps observing people “rockying” and gathering their amazing stories. From young lawyers on their way to a big case to two friends celebrating the longevity of their relationship, from an Indian man celebrating his conversion to Christianity to a whole group of cancer survivors who have literally defeated death, the experience of running the steps is a sacred endeavor that draws people from around the globe – some traveling thousands of miles just to stand where Rocky stood.

Vitez remarks in the opening chapter of the book that while people celebrate all kinds of accomplishments and milestones on these steps, Rocky climbed them not after he’d lasted 15 rounds with Apollo Creed or won the Heavyweight title. He climbed them before the fight. He was acknowledging his own personal victory, that he had met the challenge and won the fight inside himself. Stallone has this to say in the book’s foreword.

Why people run there 30 years later? …Because we are underdogs. And there’s very few things, iconic situations, that are accessible. You know, you can’t borrow Superman’s cape. You can’t use the Jedi laser sword. But the steps are there. The steps are accessible. And standing up there, you kind of have a piece of the Rocky pie

You can’t borrow Superman’s cape. And Rocky Balboa is not Superman. He’s not big enough, not strong enough to be the champion of the world. But Rocky doesn’t fight with his muscles. He fights with his heart – in the ring and in life. As he tells his son in Rocky Balboa, “It ain’t about how hard you can hit. It’s about how hard you can get hit and keep moving forward, how much you can take and keep moving forward.” Or as Spider Rico puts it, “It is not by might, not by strength, but by His Spirit we have already claimed the victory in our Lord Jesus Christ.”

We are underdogs. We are Marie and Steps, Adrian and Paulie, Spider Rico and Punchy. Rocky represents what we underdogs, especially what we Christian underdogs can do that is of real value in the world. Rocky the character gives hope to people in his fictional world. But Rocky the idea, the picture in our collective heads, can inspire us to do the same – to humbly give of what we have and do that holy work which God has called us to in such a way that we lift up those around us as we look to embody the picture in Rocky’s head, the picture on the wall at a place called Resurrection – the picture of Christ. 
� It is interesting here to note that, while John Avildsen directed the original Rocky to an Academy Award for Best Picture in 1976, the highest honor ever garnered by the series, Stallone picked up the reigns until Avildsen’s return to the franchise in 1990 for Rocky V, easily the most maligned film of the series and often considered a colossal failure.
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