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Marketing Text
This book delves into the dynamic interplay of popular culture and political theology, examining three key areas of interaction: engagement with liturgy and scripture, film and television, and music. From depictions of Jesus in South Park and Family Guy to Beyoncé’s Lemonade, from cinematic scandals to portrayals of atheists and holy fools in film, from Islamic pop music to Bible-themed cookbooks and church yoga practices, this book explores how religious individuals and communities incorporate popular culture into their political theologies across diverse sets of beliefs and practices. In this way, the book heralds a renewed focus on popular culture’s theological potential and its impact on the collective imagination. This volume will captivate researchers in theology, religious studies, cultural studies, media studies, and sociology of religion, as well as general readers intrigued by religious themes in contemporary culture.
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Abstract
This book critically examines and discusses the interaction of popular culture with theological and religious ideas and concepts in shaping political ideas and positions. In the process, both popular culture and theology are shaped and reshaped by each other. This observation and hypothesis was the original impulse to initiate research and gather researchers experienced in the field. The focus of this interplay is not on the use of symbols or narratives but rather on concrete political ideas formed in the interplay. We asked researchers from several fields to contribute new perspectives on the effects of representations of religion in popular culture. Starting from a common understanding that popular culture is not simply reproducing but transforming religious forms in a complex and dynamic process, they investigated both the effects of the mediatization of religion in popular culture and the appropriation of forms from popular culture by religious traditions. This introduction provides a contextual framework for the volume, situating its individual contributions within a cohesive narrative.
Keywords
Political TheologyPopular CulturePublic TheologyMediaNarrativesMediatizationEveryday ReligionCultural Products
1 Introduction
In March 2020, the streaming platform Netflix aired a new series, Unorthodox. It tells the story of a young woman finding her way to adulthood through rejection of the ultra-orthodox Jewish community in which she grew up. Soon after the debut, the series raised discussions concerning the restraints religious traditions impose on individuals. Robert Barron, the Catholic auxiliary bishop of Los Angeles informally called “the Bishop of the Internet”,1 joined the discussion stating that:the makers of Unorthodox certainly intended this story to be a classic … coming-of-age story, but I also suspect they meant it to be something more—namely, a retelling of the great modern myth of origins. Especially for those who appreciate modernity as the definitive breakthrough in the history of Western culture, the modern emerged after a long twilight struggle with tradition, especially in its religious expression. This took the form of the breakthrough of the physical sciences and the breakthrough of individual freedom against, in both cases, the supposed opposition of the religious establishment. Once you understand these dynamics, you will commence to hear this story told over and over again in both the high culture and the popular culture—in books, essays, articles, films, and television programs. It is as though we have to be continually reminded of the enemy that modernity faced down in its emergence and against which it still struggles. What I find as a religious person is that this narrative, though constantly repeated, is tiresome and simplistic, and in fact does justice neither to religion nor the distinctive culture of modernity.2

Barron’s analysis of the series highlights the critical role of “both the high culture and the popular culture.” These cultural products mirror the contemporary debates and the foundational myths that relate to religion; they express the broader consciousness and offer insight into the areas of social contestation. In terms used by Vatican II, they are “the signs of the times” with which the church should engage.3 These “signs of the times” can be found, among others, in popular culture works like Unorthodox. Thus, Barron engages with the series, praises its psychological depth, and discusses problematic aspects. But this kind of engagement is still relatively rare. It often happens when there is a need for critique (Barron’s negative outlook on the “great myth of modernity”) rather than inspiration.4
And yet, popular culture might increase its importance in the outreach of religious leaders. The rising numbers of unaffiliated in the West5 will mean that popular culture will be more formative for large parts of the population than scripture, magisterium, or any other traditional religious sources.6 Religious leaders can learn a lot in this regard from academic debates on this subject, as they go as far back as the 1970s.7 This is equally true for other religions. Broken patterns of authority and religious training in India have had the consequence that many well-educated people learn Hindi mythology through films and comic books.8
Unlike traditional sources, popular culture in the contemporary context is volatile and fleeting. While Unorthodox may have influenced the debate and people’s perception of religion at the time of its debut, it will soon fade into the past as countless other new shows arrive. Even if it becomes influential for a while, its formative power is limited in time in comparison with the regularity of the religious services. The fast pace of change in popular cultural products poses a real challenge and requires a significant effort from both individuals and religious leaders. The bricolage of multiple, often contradictory influences from popular culture impacts religion. The intersection between religion and popular culture becomes a scene for constant renegotiations of religious beliefs, figures, narratives, and symbols. And the pace of popular culture impacts the pace at which understanding of religious traditions changes too.

2 Popular Culture, Religion, and Politics
This book critically examines and discusses the interaction of popular culture with theological and religious ideas and concepts in shaping political ideas and positions. In the process, both popular culture and theology are shaped and reshaped by each other. This observation and hypothesis was the original impulse to initiate research and gather researchers experienced in the field. The focus of this interplay is not on the use of symbols or narratives, but rather on concrete political ideas formed in the interplay. We asked researchers from several fields to contribute new perspectives on the effects of representations of religion in popular culture. Starting from a common understanding that popular culture is not simply reproducing but transforming religious forms in a complex and dynamic process, they investigated both the effects of the mediatization of religion in popular culture and the appropriation of forms from popular culture by religious traditions.
Political theological discourses are the most visible representations of mutual interaction. In short, political theological discourse is understood here as the expression and manifestation of religious ideas—such as theological concepts, figures, and narratives—in (or as) political concepts, ideas, and debates. This process shapes political discourses concerning, for example, access to abortion, education, or ecology. Thus, political theology is a theology that has the ambition to become part of political discourse.
In this anthology, the mediatized political theology is of special importance. Some view political theology as an intellectual exercise bound narrowly to systematic, exegetic, and historical readings of the past. Political theology is then in stark contrast to the flickering world of digital pictures, soundbites, video clips, and memes. However, in our view, these two activities are not just loosely connected. They mirror and interact with each other, as exemplified in Barron’s comment. Theologians, scholars of religion, and religious stakeholders should not discard the creators of cartoons, celebrity stories, movie posters, and others. Instead, they should view them as important points of reference and their creators as genuine dialogue partners. The following chapters of the book present examples of creative engagement with the intersection of popular culture and political theology.

3 Political Theology in the Twenty-first Century
We use the term political theology in a broad sense and not exclusively as a narrow theological and Christian concept. The term has a long and challenging trajectory in Western thoughts, which poured out to other realms in the second half of the twentieth century. The following section will clarify our understanding of the term from a Euro-American point of view, which is rooted in Christian thinking. However, the concept has been used also in religious traditions beyond Christianity, including Islam, Buddhism, and others. In this book, we are interested in how these traditions operate within the Western cultural context, which is covered by the chapters that focus on non-Christian groups or intersections between Christianity and other belief systems.
In the Western context, our scholarly vocabulary and our understanding arise from the roots of political theology in the Protestant and Catholic context, which could be traced back to the ancient theologian, St. Augustin, especially his De civitate Dei (The City of God) from the fifth century and its reception. Scholars still question whether Augustine himself formulated political theology or whether it resulted from the reception of his work.9 One way or another, Augustin became a crucial reference point in modern Protestantism and Catholicism in ensuing debates about the relation between the heavenly and worldly affairs—and, by proxy, whether religious communities should get involved in worldly matters. Political theology became a reflection within religious communities to address their role, responsibility, and actions in this world.
The modern scholarly term is most often associated with the German jurist Carl Schmitt. Schmitt employed this term in his famous Politische Theologie. Vier Kapitel zur Lehre von der Souveränität. Schmitt argued that political life, ideologies, and movements have a theological foundation. In the opening words of Chapter “The Politics of Scandalisation:​ Religion as Skandalon and Religious Agents as Scandalisers in Cinematic Scandals”, Schmitt states that “All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts.”10 In his view, the most important political categories of the Western world can be traced back to specifically Christian concepts. Following the Second World War, other theologians, such as H. Richard Niebuhr (1894–1962),11 Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945),12 and Jürgen Moltmann (b. 1926),13 developed the ideas of political theology in new directions. Niebuhr, as an example, took a different approach than Schmitt and created a new field called “public theology.” Despite the differences, political theology and its related subdisciplines are devoted to reflecting on how religious beliefs affect political concepts, notions, and positions.14 A generation later, political theology became a significant part of the political landscape, exemplified by works such as the American theologian James Cone’s A Black Theology of Liberation. Relying on Black communities’ experience of Christianity in the US, Cone underlined the importance of context and historical experience on theology and its influence on political perception and action.15 In many ways, Cone coined political theology as a concept to understand other ethnic and religious experiences with religion and politics than the narrow Catholic and Protestant Western European ones.
The Blackwell Companion to Political Theology (2018) proposes a definition reflecting the broad spectrum of various intellectual endeavours. The Companion defines political theology as a reflection on the relation between salvation and power—or divine action and political order. This definition hails back to Augustin’s discussion of this relationship, which continues as the main frame of reference for political theology. In the view of the authors of the Blackwell Companion, political theology is a broad category for all religious discourses reflecting on the relation and formation of politics, political organizations, and positions within the church. It also includes a critical assessment of political structures from a theological perspective.16
This perspective can be exemplified in the work of contemporary theologians. For example, American theologian William T. Cavanaugh argued in The Migration of the Holy that in many modern societies, the sacred power moved from religious communities to the state. The transfer of sacred power from religious communities onto state and national movements is a crucial issue to reflect over with deep impact on the popular cultural rendition of sacred and the state. Cavanaugh questioned whether such transfer could be justified from a Christian point of view. He assessed the political organization of the state and nationalism on the grounds of Catholic theology. A crucial point in Cavanaugh’s works is that the state or political community does not possess the authority to command loyalty. As he notes, no one will kill for the telephone company (a rational organization of communication).
The state requires another source of authority, often relying on religious traditions.17 This point follows in the footsteps of Schmitt. Cavanaugh argues that state politics of war and death require a theological depth and sacredness to command enough loyalty for men to kill. Cavanaugh’s work makes up a critique of nationalism and its employment of Christian rhetoric and ideas. Thus, in Cavanaugh’s work, we see that political theology is as much a critique as a moral predicament arising within theological circles or religious communities.
Another example is Hannah Strømmen and Ulrich Schmiedel’s book The Claim to Christianity: Responding to the Far Right. Strømmen and Schmiedel argued for a Christian response to migration. As they pointed out, the biblical and theological outlook poses an imperative to embrace the people on the move and hear the calling of Jesus to feed the poor (Matthew 25). Strømmen and Schmiedel argue from the standpoint of political theology. They respond to their age’s social and political problems by arguing from a religious standpoint and employing theological arguments.18
Thus, political theology is not only an assessment of the political organization of society on religious grounds, as visible in Cavanaugh. As Bonhoeffer and Cone stressed, political theology also entails the ways in which religious beliefs, experiences, figures, forms, and narratives shape how we act, live, and perceive the state, nation, gender, values, and norms. Political theology is about the lived and experienced interaction of religiously shaped value systems and norms with political issues. Political theology is—as in liberation theology—a call to act and change the world and a self-critical reflection on the values and norms shaped by religious beliefs, practice, and experience.
Neither is “political theology” a concept known only to Christianity. For example, Massimo Campanini and Marco Di Donato edited a volume called Islamic Political Theology19 and Paul L. Heck published the monograph Political Theology and Islam: From the Birth of Empire to the Modern State.20 Both focus on Muslim political thoughts and ethics rather than on political mobilisation and strife which has been much of the focus of Islamist and before that fundamentalism research about Islam. Evidently, political thought within Islam has been described before the introduction of the concept in question. It has yet to be taken on board as a critical tool by Muslim scholars who already have access to a developed Islam-specific conceptual world.
This is also not a one-way street but a dialectic one. Just like political theology influences popular discourse, popular discourse, especially through popular culture, reshapes what can be said, experienced, thought, and believed—and so acts as political theology itself. For example, the famous Beyoncé twin-pregnancy pictures are, for us—intended or not—an example of this. The pop cultural art piece poses questions about the role of race and femininity in Christianity. These questions are possible because of an existing Christian tradition of a Black Madonna. The flower garments refer to a long tradition of a specific Black way of portraying Christianity, as shown in the other images. The picture of Beyoncé is a political-theological position placed in between the public debates on gender and the religious backdrop of biblical and Christian culture. The viewer may not grasp all of this at a glance. Still, the skillful play on the Christian tradition and Black liberation theology is present, as discussed further concerning singer, performance artist, and composer Beyoncé in this volume by Erik Steinskog in Chapter “Spirituality and Beyoncé’s Lemonade”. The pregnancy picture of an American rapper, Lil Nas, from 2021 employs a similar aesthetic to push the boundaries of gender. Lil Nas redrew Beyoncé’s picture and asked if the Madonna could be Black and if we should question her gender too. Theology and Christian art would not make such representation possible on their own. They required the framework of popular culture and its references, forms, and commodification.
The pictures of Beyoncé or Lil Nas also highlight that political theology expanded to areas outside of the strictly religious context. Using religious figures in politically relevant ways is employed by those not necessarily belonging, or at least not representing religious communities. Political theology, in this way, takes renewed importance and is involved in popular discourses to a more considerable extent than ever before.

4 Popular Culture
Popular culture is approached in this volume as a multi-level concept. “Popular culture” tends to carry four different meanings. The first is simply the culture of the people, like folk music or craft; that meaning is the least relevant to this book. The second defines popular culture as the opposite of “high culture”. Often connected with an elite discourse, this meaning takes on a pejorative tone. The third one refers to “popular culture” as creative products for a mass market made possible by industrialisation. The fourth is covering various sub-cultural expressions often associated with youth.21 Researchers of “popular culture” tend to avoid these locked positions and instead point at processes and repositioning of cultural expressions. Leonardo da Vinci’s painting “Mona Lisa” is simultaneously high art and popular culture. In fact, most people will meet Mona Lisa in popular cultural representations before seeing the original, if ever. Jazz, once racialised as “Black” and considered a base form of music by “White” elites in North America and Europe, is now taught to the grandchildren of that very elite at music conservatories. Generations, different cultural contexts, and people of different subcultures disagree on the value of expressions described as popular culture which makes it exciting to study it. When the implied dichotomy fails to explain the phenomena, it should be reconsidered.
Late modern popular culture is a highly complex phenomenon to study. Mass-produced or broadcasted through various media, popular culture is a public, global phenomenon that operates in all contexts, often unintended. It works with a more incredible speed than earlier, independently of its forms.
Another interesting take is offered by Toby Miller who defines the “popular” part of popular culture as follows:	subjects, whom it textualizes via such genres as drama, sport, and information;

	workers, who undertake that textualization through performances and recording; and

	audiences, who receive the ensuing texts.22



Miller then turns to the “culture” and unfolds a multi-page discussion of what culture means and entails, which is struggling to comprehend the massive debates cultural studies have produced. Culture is fluid, and the definition often falls into being too simple or too complex to comprehend, much like the debates on religion. Turning back to Miller’s definition of “popular,” it might be more productive to use these three categories as a point of departure for the term “popular culture” in general. It constitutes subjects that are textualized or mediatized. It refers to workers who make it and an audience using the product. It is a commodity, information, text, image, and even sentences, which are exchanged on a multi-level plane. In one of the classes run by the authors, a student presented in a paper a meme-creator that used ancient Christian spirituality, modern images of animals, and social media to negotiate gender and Christian spirituality. Highly sophisticated intellectual gender-based discussion with the use of Church fathers imposed in glittering images of animals on social media. It is hard to produce any definition that can capture this fully. Rather than making one sweeping definition, it is precisely the evasive and constantly changing nature of popular culture that makes it interesting and challenging beyond what we sometimes can imagine. The empirical matters more often determine the concept, and so do we, in this volume, allow a broad basis of popular cultural products.
Some of the contributions, working predominantly in the Western context, saw certain religious “banality” as a compelling feature of popular culture. In this sense, religion was operating almost unnoticed in popular culture. Nevertheless, it exercised potent formative and constitutive effects, influencing how people believe, belong, and behave. In this sense, in which mass production plays an important role, culture was something universalizing, or even “catholicizing”—vague, common, and formative. In other contexts, however, popular culture was engaged consciously, for example, as a source of resistance. In the volume, we would like to retain these tensions in the very concept of popular culture, which will be a point of debate throughout the book. Discussing religion and popular music, Christopher Partridge lists three relations.23 We have adopted the list to our needs: Religion against popular culture, religion as the transformer of popular culture, and religious popular culture. We add popular culture against religion to that list. In this book, we present cases of religion or political theology against popular culture, attempts to change popular culture by religious actors, but also popular culture that turns against religion.24
Our approach to the phenomenon is not unique and a fast-growing list of publications added important nuances to the intersection between theology and popular culture. This is visible in both The Journal of Religion and Popular Culture (University of Toronto Press), Journal for Religion, Film and Media (Schüren Publishing House, Marburg, Germany), and the book series Theology, Religion, and Pop Culture (Lexington Books and Fortress Academic), as well as the emerging book series this volume is published in; Contemporary Religion and Popular Culture (Springer). The rapidly expanding focus on popular culture and religion attests to interest in the field from scholars, but also the long list of empirical possibilities. However, many studies tend to focus concretely on the empirical material and the intersection seems to vanish out of the studies.
An example of an anthology, which seeks to nuance and raise awareness of the religious pattern in popular culture is Understanding Religion and Popular Culture edited by Elizabeth Rae Coody, Dan W. Clanton Jr., and Terry Ray Clark. The book consists of 14 chapters dedicated to various angles and empirical materials. The book provides a “set of practical and theoretical tools for beginning their own academic investigation” and a basic introduction to popular culture and religion.25 The anthology provides a good starting point for any course and initial studies of the field. A similar, yet more narrow, starting point are the emerging anthologies, “guides” and edited volumes dedicated to one genre, type of material or approach to popular culture, such as The Bloomsbury Handbook of Religion and Popular Music edited by Christopher Partridge and Marcus Moberg. This “handbook” provides dedicated chapters to various types of music, like heavy metal, rap, etc. and their treatment of religion.26 Despite the rapid expansion of anthologies, edited volumes, guides, and handbooks the impact and transformation between religion, theology, and pop culture is less highlighted. The analysis becomes delimited in their analytical ability to showcase the impact of the interplay between religion and pop culture. In cultural studies, there has been a better capability to analyse and discuss the impact between popular culture and politics. Two interesting examples of this is Uroš Čvoro’s analysis of Serbian turbofolk and Mileta Prodanović’s analysis of Belgrade’s architecture and urban spaces.27 From two very different angles, architecture, and music, Čvoro and Prodanović skilfully point out how symbols in public space transform politics and are transformed by it. They demonstrate how national mobilisation and socialist stagnation shape public symbols and in turn, public symbols shape public opinion and identity.
We want to highlight this intersection between politics and popular culture further with the religious and theological aspects in mind. We do not only want to showcase examples of how religion and politics interact but rather critical assessments of how the two shape each other. We will now turn to this dialectic interplay, especially when involving political theology.

5 The Intersection
While there are multiple studies concerning both popular culture and political theology, this anthology focuses on the intersection of the two and the transformation of both that follows. The picture of pregnant Beyoncé relates to both popular culture and political theology, depending on the point of view. The interest in this volume is not to define what the picture constitutes but to analyse its influences and impact, going beyond the limits of each category. As the analyses of this volume show, what happens at the intersection is often a matter of perspective, not facts.
Two concepts are crucial for the intersection in question: “mediation” and “mediatization.” Mediation was introduced by a German scholar of religion, Birgit Meyer. Meyer sees “religion as a set of human ideas and practices concerning another, non-empirical sphere—a beyond—which can only be rendered tangible through mediation, and thus requires some sort of media.”28 Meyer underlines that “media as material means for religious communication among humans and as material harbingers of a professed beyond conventionally referred to as spirits, gods, demons, ghosts, or God [… and] the use of various media in shaping specific religious identities that are lived by people in the everyday.”29 She goes nearly as far as to suggest that religion does not exist outside of media. Thus, one can study them only in the intersection with the media. In this volume, we follow Meyer’s perspective and study political theology as mediated through popular culture. We study both through their material, tangible representations.
While Meyer underlines the importance of media for religious communication, Danish scholar of religion, Stig Hjarvard, defines the contemporary consequences of such a situation. Thus, he introduces the notion of “mediatization,” as a description of the complete transformation of religion that followed. He differentiates three primary aspects of such transformation:	The media become an important, if not primary source of information about religious issues. Mass media are both producers and distributors of religious experiences, and interactive media may provide a platform for the expression and circulation of individual beliefs.

	Religious information and experiences become molded according to the demands of popular media genres. Existing religious symbols, practices, and beliefs become raw material for the media’s own narration of stories about both secular and sacred issues.

	As a cultural and social environment, the media have taken over many of the cultural and social functions of the institutionalized religions and provide spiritual guidance, moral orientation, ritual passages, and a sense of community and belonging.30



Hjarvard’s point is that media have become one of the primary sources of religious experience, belief, or narratives. They also transfer and constitute knowledge of religious ideas and belief systems “molded” by various media outlets’ narrative styles and patterns. As Hjarvard argues, media surpassed traditional religious institutions in guidance-provision, moral orientation, and even community development. Thus, media are also an important platform of political theology. Media shape religiously inspired debates concerning abortion, gender, or ecology. Negotiations on how to perceive certain phenomena play out in different media representations. Unorthodox and its portrayal of ultra-orthodox Jews are set in contrast with more liberal representations of Jewishness, such as HBO’s Sex and the City and its follow-up And just like that. The experience of being Jewish is mediated in popular culture and mediatized by it, affecting the perception of what it means to be a Jew today—by that, it influences dominant political theological debates such as the legality of circumcision in Europe. Media-oriented popular culture is a medium, a source of knowledge, and a platform where negotiation takes place.

6 Studying the Intersection—And Everyday Religion
Popular culture, consumed daily and integrated into a broad spectrum of praxis, is often contrasted with organized religion’s formal structures. The French historian and theologian Michel de Certeau discussed it in his seminal study, The Practice of Everyday Life, as a difference between a tactical and strategic praxis. De Certeau argued that humans construct place in two ways, allowing for two practice sets. At first, a given place in time and space is formed from the organized narratives that create a “strategy.”31 A strategy is the overlaying governing system that is formed through the use of power. It is a uniform system informing individuals about where to go, what to do, and what to believe. Strategy contrasts with the individual’s everyday practice, a tactic, that may bend the rules and take shortcuts. A strategically formed place creates a space where a social practice can occur.32 In two essays, “Walking in the City” and “Ghost in the City”, de Certeau expands his thinking.33 For de Certeau, strategy provides a mental infrastructure, which can be used to form a lieu and practice. De Certeau uses an architect’s vision of a city as an example in both. The architectural vision is a mental map (a discourse) that can be used to create a strategy for the infrastructure. It creates the places and the roads which each individual is obliged to follow. The individual, however, has the opportunity to create an everyday tactic that bends the rules of the strategically formed infrastructure—like cyclists in Copenhagen taking shortcuts across pedestrian lanes, defying the rules of the infrastructure, making tactical space out of the strategic place.
The strategic infrastructure—or, as Stephen Hartnett calls it, “a politically manageable cognitive map”—often takes form in a discourse.34 The discourse shapes a place and a social practice of the individual. In the strategic discourse, the place, however, is also involved in determining what can be thought and what can be said. To study political theology is, if one follows de Certeau, to study the ambition of space-making and forming social practice that certain religious intellectuals express. Sometimes this gains a hegemony, at others it formulates alternatives. Such practices draw from the social and religious order of certain religious texts and histories, which have been formed through the use of power. When influential, the practices create a strategic infrastructure inscribed in popular cultural products. When less so, they tend to be discussed and reflected upon in popular culture. Political theology often aims to provide the structure of the strategical “manageable cognitive map” that tells us how to act and understand our experience. This is often the role the religious elite play, as Linda Woodhead notes in her approach to de Certeau’s tools on religious landscapes.35 However, this is not a stable and dry foundation for society. It is an ever-changing form, which is constantly negotiated with the everyday practice or tactic, with bending and transformation, and sometimes even evasion, of a strategical map. This is where popular culture comes into the fray again. Popular culture exists in the ever-changing middle ground and negotiation of strategical orders with everyday practice. Popular cultural products can arise from everyday practice and individuals refusing to bend to the order of the day in a manner that resonates with so many others that it, in the end, becomes the very new strategic order itself. Popular culture can also reproduce existing strategic orders of society.
American crowdsourced series “The Chosen” is an excellent example of such a process.36 It reproduces the pious perception of Jesus and his life, upholding a Protestant Christian community’s values and norms. Yet, following Hjarvard, we need to be aware of what specific mediatizations do to the narrative of Jesus. The series is not an example of mainstream American representation but a grassroots involvement in the form of crowdfunding and crowdsourcing. It exists outside of Hollywood and existing power brokers of the media industry. “The Chosen” represents the everyday need of many American Christians to see their values and norms portrayed in a good quality series (a medium). Thus, the series is both a tactical medium and a strategic reproduction. It springs from everyday life, and it enforces an overarching strategy. This example underlines that mass production and the global reach of popular culture allow the creation of material tailored to nearly every specific group. Material that seemingly challenges broader norms can be, at the same time, a reproduction of a particular sub-cultural norm. “The Chosen” challenges Hollywood and the mainstream culture by offering an alternative medium, confirms many of its foundational norms and values, and represents the order of the American conservative Christian sub-culture.
The dynamic of tactical and strategic is crucial because it underlines the polyphony of the material. It emphasizes that the viewer’s perspective determines the lines of analysis. At the same time, it simplifies reality. It must be used with caution as a tool for understanding the dynamics of the fluid character of everyday life and the overarching, reified representations. In this volume, we are interested in the intersection of political theology and popular culture. We will see that they are not set in their roles but often switch places as strategic and tactic. Depending on the context, tactical discursive intervention may be formulated as political theology or in the various forms of popular culture. Sometimes, political theology may tactically subvert the established strategic order represented in popular culture.

7 Outline of the Volume
These conceptual and theoretical discussions set the tone for the volume and its arguments. This does not mean strict adherence to the tenets in each chapter, as they are influenced by individual disciplinary and geographical differences. The concepts described above are dynamic, and any attempt at definition will mean they will bend and crack under the pressure of the analysed material. Political theology is treated as any politically inclined normative discourse that arises from a religious backdrop and argues from within a religious language, like biblical arguments for and against abortion. Popular culture is treated as publicly accessible, mediated products that, in most cases, are mass-produced or broadcasted by a consumer-oriented industry. The focus is on the intersection of the two, brokering and negotiation of religious discourses on norms in popular culture.
The different contributions of this volume discuss:	How political theology shapes a popular cultural product;

	How a popular cultural product discusses and shapes political theology;

	How political theology and cultural products, users, and authors interact;

	How religious forms are criticized, conveyed, or transformed within a cultural product, the use of it, and/or the authors;

	How cultural products or authors are criticized, used, or treated within a form of political theology.



Each contribution in this volume looks at an author, a product, a performance, a user (intended, envisioned, or actual), a distributor, or a producer, as the point of departure for its analysis. The first two chapters look at the role of popular culture and political theology in everyday life praxis, the following four chapters discuss how traditional religious narratives and motives are reused in contemporary movies and TV shows.
The first chapter by “Popular Culture and Official Religion:​ Perspectives from Studies of Christianity in Denmark” by Louise Heldgaard Bylund & Marie Vejrup Nielsen is explorative. The authors explore how popular culture shapes Christian praxis in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark through an analysis of children’s books and new popular celebrations of St. Valentine and Halloween. This chapter illustrates the profound and decisive impact popular culture and political theology have on religious services, religious language, and religious education.
Chapter “Jacob’s Lentils and Sarah’s Bread:​ Bible Reception in Bible Cookbooks” analyzes the role that biblical images play in cookbooks. Anne Katrine de Hemmer Gudme carefully traces the development of a genre of bible cookbooks, which employ biblical stories and symbols to produce a novel understanding of biblical reality. Gudme shows how biblical imagery becomes embedded in a cooking discourse and by this finds its way into the kitchen and the lifeworld of the readers of such cookbooks. These books negotiate the biblical themes and stories with food culture, inevitably becoming a mediatized form of the bible, which generously uses poetic license in the process.
In Chapter “The Politics of Scandalisation:​ Religion as Skandalon and Religious Agents as Scandalisers in Cinematic Scandals”, Martin Bürgin turns to the potential conflicts and scandals that movies have created. He analyses and discusses a wide range of examples of how movies have created scandals from the most well-known to more fringe and partly forgotten ones. He shows how scandals live a life of their own, often detached from the actual cultural product that initiated them, as different groups rally around their contestation of productions they often did not even watch. His main point is that scandals “serve as a powerful tool to assert specific interests, defend or increase power, and weaken the influence of however-defined competitors.” In that, they are social movements of their own, only loosely related to the cultural products themselves.
In Chapter “Representing Atheism in Films”, Teemu Taira nuances the understanding of religion in popular culture by discussing the representation of the great religious “other”—atheism and non-religion. Taira argues that this topic is one of the crucial omissions in film studies. Studies have concentrated on the alleged atheism of famous directors or interpreted movies as containing some atheistic ideas rather than on how atheism and atheists are constructed and represented in fictional audio-visual products. Taira aims to nuance this by contributing an in-depth discussion of how popular films shape the mediatized form of atheism.
Following this, Chapter “Hypocrites and Holy Fools:​ Christian Characters in American Films and Television” by Thomas Sieberhagen supplements Taira’s analysis with a focus on how explicit Christian Characters are portrayed in popular films and TV series. Sieberhagen shows that Evangelicals take on a role as either hypocrites or holy fools. The explicit Christians, as well as the atheists, are made into stereotypical cardboard figures and thereby present or mediatized religion in less nuanced or banal ways.
This form of banality is further discussed in Chapter “The Figure of Christ in South Park and Family Guy:​ A Formative Embodiment of American Religiosity” by Ryszard Bobrowicz and Emil Hilton Saggau. This chapter investigates how Jesus Christ is represented in many American cartoon shows for adults. Unlike the biblical figure, however, Jesus of cartoons is not heralding conversion, the end of sins and redemption, but rather the opposite. Instead, Jesus is displayed as an embodiment of American popular culture embracing drugs, alcohol, and even seduction. This chapter looks into this image of an “idol”—both for a young adult to idolize the counter-image image of Christ and, at the same time, idolatry for more mainstream Christianity. This paves the way for a discussion of the role and use of religiosity and religious images in popular American cartoons.
The final two chapters turn their attention to the role political theology plays in music. Chapter “Spirituality and Beyoncé’s Lemonade”, by Erik Steinskog, looks into the topic of spirituality in the works of Beyoncé. Steinskog discusses the shaping of gender, sex, and race in Beyoncé’s visual album, Lemonade, and considers the role of religion in it. He discusses the specific interweaving of African American spirituality with Black political theology in the album, which employs the rich tapestry of the African American past, present, and offers a vision for the future.
In the final Chapter “Ethical Empowerment and Contemporary Islamic Pop Music”, Jonas Otterbeck explores the Islamic, ethical ideal in the work of a contemporary Islamic music artist from the USA, Raef. Otterbeck discusses how the emerging genre of Islamic pop music discusses, communicates, and forms Islamic ethics, inspiring and reshaping contemporary Muslim lives. While doing so, Muslim musicians and commercial companies negotiate with Islamic law, transforming Islamic political theologies in the process.
These eight chapters provide a comprehensive, but not complete, set of perspectives on the intersection of political theology and popular culture. We aim to herald a renewed focus on popular culture’s potential theological and political impact on the imagination. The material for studies, like the ones presented here, is vast. We encourage scholars to continually watch for both the religious implications of popular culture and the religious frames shaping popular culture.
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Abstract
This chapter explores the dynamic interplay between popular culture and official religion in contemporary Denmark, focusing on how religious institutions negotiate new ideas and practices emerging from popular media. By examining public communications from the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark (ELCD) and new Danish Bible translations, we analyze the evolving authority of religious texts and the implications for public theology. Drawing on the concept of “lived religion,” we argue that the transformation of religious institutions is influenced by broader societal shifts towards individualism and the integration of new forms of worship. This dialogue not only highlights the changing landscape of religious authority but also opens new research horizons regarding the interaction between faith and culture. Ultimately, we aim to illuminate the complexities of how official religion adapts to and engages with popular culture, fostering a deeper understanding of contemporary religious practices.
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1 Introduction
What are the dynamics between popular culture and official religion? This is a key question for understanding how religion is changing in contemporary contexts, where new ideas and practices circulate through popular media and into religious institutions. Religious institutions constantly negotiate the boundaries between new phenomena and old traditions. In this chapter, we will bring our research material into dialogue to sharpen the attention to key questions raised in relation to the study of the dynamic between religion and popular culture. The aim is not to provide final answers; instead, the aim is to see how this dialogue can open questions and research horizons, which appear when delving into the diverse case material.
In this chapter, we focus on the public communication of official religion, either in the form of new versions of the Bible, or public messages concerning new activities in the church. This means that we are not discussing the reception of these cases by the users in the context of religious practice or use. Instead, we are examining the public context of this communication and the responses they have caused in the public sphere.
To provide a background for the dialogue in its written form, this chapter will begin with an introduction to the key theoretical aspects of our respective work and the data material we analyze.
1.1 Theoretical Perspectives
Several key theoretical perspectives shape the research underlying the work we bring into dialogue here. The chapter discusses examples of communication from official, Christian institutions into the general public societal space. These cases lend themselves as cases of public theology in a broad sense, in that, they as public communications also provide a framework for analyzing the values and negotiations of values taking place when Christian institutions aim at reaching a public audience in new ways. We utilize the perspectives of lived religion to further understand the dynamics at play.
Research into contemporary religion has been strongly influenced by the theoretical development of lived religion. Meredith McGuire formulated one of the key insights guiding these perspectives: “Rather than looking at the practices of religious institutions, it asks: what might we see differently if we focused on the ordinary, everyday embodied practices by which people, individually and collectively, literally live their religions?”1 We wish to further the focus on lived religion by arguing that these dynamics do not only take place outside official religious institutions, but also guide the transformation of institutions.2
The contemporary context for religious institutions studied here is understood as being shaped by general shifts in late-modern religion:Religious organizations no longer maintain a strong external boundary or strong discipline within, instead, they see themselves as friendly-facilitating services of faith addressing the needs of people who are ‘seekers’. The relation between this form of religion and other sections of society is not clear, but the religion is adapting to and supporting—a general individualism, where the answer to the quest for meaning is within the individual, who is free to accept or decline the various offers of meaning-making from religion.”3

These general tendencies have been linked to new developments within faith communities, also within the majority Christian churches in the Scandinavian context: “Non-verbal expressions, like dance, processions, music, images, symbols, and architecture are multi-versatile. They can engage each other and become a resource for many kinds of faith, thoughts, and sensations, not just those officially accepted in the faith community.”4 The researchers behind the study of new expressions within churches show how the tendencies toward more focus on the body and the senses, as well as the aesthetics of church space and soundscape, are also clearly present in the older, majority churches in a Scandinavian setting.
This chapter argues that this development happens in negotiation with popular culture. This does not only include new activities and rituals but also new versions of traditional texts. In order to analyze the negotiation of traditional texts in dialogue with popular culture, we draw upon the concept of the cultural Bible, that is, of the Bible as an authoritative, cultural text.
During the long and manifold history of the Bible, the different cultural contexts of the biblical tradition have influenced the nature of the authority we ascribe to the biblical texts. With their influential research, Jonathan Sheehan, James Crossley, and Yvonne Sherwood have shown how the public use and view of the Bible has changed over time concurrently with paradigmatic changes in the Western world. With the term cultural Bible, Sheehan designates the change of the authority of the Bible in the Enlightenment. Due to changes in the scientific fields and increasing secularism, the authority and legitimacy of the Bible changed. The Bible was no longer interpreted primarily as God’s eternal word but as the crucial cornerstone of the cultural heritage upon which Western culture was constructed.5 The cultural Bible is a useful term to understand the role of the Bible in the Western world today. For example, James Crossley uses Sheehan’s term and shows how the cultural Bible is very influential in the contemporary British political context.6
Likewise, Yvonne Sherwood finds a changing view and use of the Bible in the Enlightenment, especially in the public and political discourse. With the term the liberal Bible, she designates the result of these changes. The liberal Bible entails a view of the Bible as the guarantor and origin of the democratic, liberal, and humanistic ideals of the time: “… where the Bible conveniently and usefully becomes a vague container for morality (the religious translated into practical, universal, and utilitarian terms), the civil, the democratic and humane.”7 Sherwood finds that the view of the Bible as the liberal Bible is still very widespread in a contemporary context. For example, the former president of the United States of America George W. Bush was a representative of this view of the Bible during his presidency.8 With the terms cultural and liberal Bible, we can designate the interdependence between the cultural context and the view on authoritative texts. Society continues to regard the Bible as authoritative but the reason for the authority changes over time.

1.2 Material and Data
The material and data of this chapter are made up of two kinds of public religious expressions in contemporary Danish culture. The first case concerns the new Danish Bibles. The second case concerns communications of and about new activities in the majority church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Denmark (ELCD), of which 73.2% of the Danish population are members. Both expressions communicate to experienced users and participants and simultaneously try to reach out to new and more inexperienced users. Another common feature is, that the publisher and provider of these expressions typically are the official representatives of the religious authority for example the priests or the Danish Bible Society.
The first Bible case is Bibelen 2020, a new Bible translation oriented towards contemporary Danish as the target language. The translators and editors defined the implied model readers of Bibelen 2020 as the common Dane with little or no experience with the biblical and clerical language and world.9 In the PR-material introducing Bibelen 2020, the publishers introduce Bibelen 2020 as a Bible for the entire nation: “Hele Danmark får en ny bibel.”10
The second type of Bibles are contemporary Danish children’s bibles. Children’s bibles are a manifold genre in Denmark regarding the number of sold copies as well as different versions, writers, and publishers. It has become a tradition that the ELCD gives a children’s bible to the families celebrating a baptism in the church. In 2019, ELCD conducted more than 40,000 baptisms in total, and some of the most popular Danish children’s bibles have sold more than 250,000 copies.11 Children’s bibles can therefore be defined as the most widespread source of the biblical and Christian tradition for families in private homes in Denmark today.
The second category of cases is new activities in the ELCD including public communications and debates about such activities. The new activities include primarily new forms of services, such as Halloween and Valentine’s Day services, as well as yoga services, “Sacred space” and other examples of co-organized services. Halloween and Valentine’s Days services are relative new-comers in the ELCD, and do not take place in all local churches. At the same time, they both have caused discussions concerning the boundaries of the church in relation to developing new activities inspired by popular culture. The yoga services, “Sacred space” and art services are also new forms of services, and they are co-organized either with other specialists, such as yoga instructors or artists or with church staff who take on new roles or new specializations (e.g. CrossYoga-instructor education). These new forms of church services will be analyzed and discussed in relation to previous studies of activities outside the church services, for example, Baby Hymn Singing and others.12
In the following, we will show how the new Danish Bibles and the new activities in the ELCD are interesting cases to enlighten the interaction between religion and popular culture in Denmark. The two groups of cases are confronted with similar challenges and dilemmas which we will present below: the wish to invite new participants into the traditions and the need to negotiate between innovation and tradition. Likewise, both types of religious expression communicate to a target group of adults as well as a target group of children, which we find seem to be quite different premises for the negotiations between tradition and innovation. Finally, we will mention a different premise for the two expressions: the time schedule for the process of planning and production.


2 Lowering the Thresholds: Inviting New Users into the Tradition
2.1 Children’s Bibles and Familiarity
One of the primary challenges for the publishers, writers, and illustrators of children’s bibles is to bridge the distance between the original cultural and historical context of the biblical universe i.e. the Middle Eastern Antiquity, and the contemporary daily day for a child and its family in Denmark. By bridging this distance, the biblical tradition will be easier to interact and identify with for a contemporary audience. The different children’s bibles have different strategies to bridge this distance, but they all share the concern of bridging it.
One strategy is to place well-known contemporary items and concepts in the retellings of biblical stories. We find a telling example in the illustrations that depict food. Food represents a strong marker of a cultural and historical context, and the child reader can easily recognize the different dishes from his or her daily day. Let me just give some illustrative examples here. In the Danish children’s bible De Mindstes Bibel, we see an illustration of the party to celebrate the homecoming of the lost son. They are not having the famous fatted calf in the illustration. Instead, there is a roasted chicken at the table and the characters drink wine from high-stemmed glasses under colored string lights with a television hanging on the wall in the back.13 Likewise, there are several examples of traditional Danish food in the children’s bible Sigurd fortæller Bibelhistorier. King Salomo and the Queen of Saba are having traditional Danish meatballs for supper, frikadeller, with gravy, potatoes, and red cabbage. In the illustration of the feeding of the five thousand, fish and bread are not the only foods but red sausages, sunny side eggs, and carrots surround Jesus as well.14 By placing these recognizable and national-specific objects in the children’s bibles, the biblical stories are presented as well-known rather than foreign and the threshold of the biblical tradition is lowered for the readers.
Another strategy to bridge the distance between the ancient biblical world and the world of the reader is the presentation of ethical and social values in the children’s bibles i.e. the ideal life, the ideal interpersonal relationships, and the ideal relationship with God. The protagonists in the children’s bibles are characterized as modern individuals defined by agency, free will, reason, and responsibility for their own lives and the wellbeing of others.15 This means that traditional biblical virtues such as obedience and faith and thereby the relationship to the authority of God are renegotiated. The free will of humans sets the boundaries for obedience in contemporary children’s bibles. For example, Mary thinks the message of the Angel through before giving her acceptance to carry baby Jesus.16 Characters such as Abraham, Job, and Peter ask critical questions and negotiate with God or Jesus when they feel injustice or lack of coherence.17 The children’s bibles presentation of ideal faith should not be blind either but always include some degree of doubt. Abraham for example is very much in doubt when God asks him to sacrifice Isaac.18 The narrator in Sigurd fortæller Bibelhistorier even defines doubt as a natural and necessary part of faith in the narrative on the calling of Peter: “Everything will be all right if you believe in it, and Peter did! Well, actually, from time to time, he doubted as well, but that is the case with every human being. You cannot believe without having doubt.”19 Doubt is presented as an inevitable and healthy part of believing in God and blind obedience does not represent the ideal relationship between God and humans. In this way, the values and ideals of the children’s bibles are very much in agreement with the values and ideals of the Western democratic context to which the children’s bibles communicate and from which they originate. At the same time, the children’s bibles distance themselves from concepts that the surrounding society might find fundamentalistic for example blind obedience and faith. In many ways, the children’s bibles are representatives of the liberal bible mentioned above as the children’s bibles equate the values of the modern Western democratic society with biblical values. Furthermore, the children’s bibles legitimate our contemporary values by anchoring them in the biblical tradition and ultimately defining the origin of the values as divine and God-given.
Familiar items and corresponding values are examples of the lowering of the thresholds in the communication of the biblical tradition to the contemporary reader. The result is an introduction of the reader to a biblical tradition in line with and not in opposition to the surrounding culture. When we now turn to the cases from the new activities of the ELCD, the same tendencies appear.
In the new activities of the ELCD, we see how the intention of inviting people in and of lowering the threshold, is relevant in relation to activities, where the aim is to make people feel welcome in the church space. When this is done in relation to new activities, a balance has to be struck between tradition and innovation. The church often roots new activities in already established practices and traditions. First, we see it in the church services, where Halloween is connected to All Hallows, and Valentine’s Day is connected to weddings. Secondly, we often see a connection to broader, Christian traditions, that is, not only the elements known from the Danish Lutheran context, but the inclusion of elements from Catholic Christianity, such as the reappearance of saint’s days that have previously been kept out, but now re-enter through popular culture. It seems that the material brought into play is often a combination of elements of popular culture leading to a re-examination of the Christian traditions, often outside the more direct confessional frame, e.g. when practices such as the lighting of candles as commemoration reappear in a Lutheran setting, or when meditation is used in a church setting with inspiration from mindfulness and in dialogue with Christian mystics from medieval traditions. It is not a straightforward mechanism of copying from popular culture, but a reconsideration of tradition in light of new ideas inspired by the popular culture, which often seem to reactivate elements of tradition, but also new uses of the historical space, such as examples of processions in Baby Hymn Signing activities.20 Here we see how new practices appeared, such as the mothers carrying their babies in procession through the church space, then lighting a candle and singing a hymn, and making a procession back again towards the baptismal font, where they gather again. For a scholar of religion, there is something profoundly recognizable about this procession, and at the same time, as a specialist in Danish Lutheran church life, something really new. It is this intersection of something new that resonates with a broader reservoir of tradition, which we are really interested in. And we are especially interested in how such practices appear, how the agents behind them think about this, and how the users respond, but also what we can say about the communication taking place for both the participants and in a broader public context when debates concerning what Christianity is are fuelled by seemingly small innovations within church practices. And of course, an interesting question is how this dynamic plays out in other material and other contexts.

2.2 Gatekeeping: Tradition and/or Innovation?
The lowering of the thresholds in the form of inviting in concepts, traditions, and values from popular culture results in a balancing act between tradition and innovation. How much innovation is necessary to be relevant to new users? How much innovation can the tradition manage to include without losing the sense of tradition? And, who has the authority to decide how much innovation is too much innovation? These questions are negotiated in the new Bibles as well as the new activities.
In relation to the biblical material examined here, the paratexts and material layout of the Danish translation of the Bible Bibelen 2020 are keys to understanding how tradition and innovation are negotiated.
The term paratexts was coined by Gérard Genette and designates those texts that frame a literary work i.e. titles, page numbers, and postscripts. Paratexts play a crucial role in shaping the expectations of the reader. In that way, paratexts function as thresholds or airlocks that help transport the reader from the world of the reader into the world of the text.21 The material format and media of a text serve the same purpose. In the words of N. Katherine Hayles: “Materiality thus cannot be specified in advance; rather it occupies a borderland—or better, performs a connective tissue—joining the physical and mental, the artifact and the user.”22 Paratexts and materiality are thereby important instruments for the publisher to signal to the recipient which expectations and associations to arouse.
Bibelen 2020 has several traditional material bible traits. Bibelen 2020 is a big genuine exclusive book with thin sheets with a high degree of opacity. However, there is a twist to the associations of a traditional Bible. In Bibelen 2020, the text does not have a layout with several columns of texts as you expect to find in a Bible but one column, as you would expect of a novel. On the front cover, the title Bibelen 2020 is printed on a white background in the colour black and a metallic cobber. The colours of the title make you think of traditional Bibles covered in black leather with golden writings, but again with a twist. It is cobber, not gold, and has a modern graphical design.23 The materiality of the Bibelen 2020 thereby signals a negation between a traditional Bible and a literary experience. According to the publishers at the Danish Bible Society, it has been the intention to find the proper balance between tradition and innovation.24
In the paratexts, we see the same tendency. Bibelen 2020 does not entail the traditional biblical paratexts, for example, maps over the Middle Eastern area and the structure of the Temple. Instead, Birgitte Stoklund Larsen, editor in chief, in her postscript introduces the reader to the different literary genres in the biblical corpus and different reading strategies if the reader for example has only 1 or 5 minutes for reading.25 In that way, Bibelen 2020 has been published with a modern, busy, curious, educated individual as the target reader and the literary genres as a guiding structure.
In the marketing of Bibelen 2020, we see how the reader is introduced to Bibelen 2020 as a part of the literary canon. Among Kafka, Mann, and Blixen, stands Bibelen 2020 on a bookshelf and the text says: “A classic that a bookshelf cannot do without.” In this way, Bibelen 2020 is framed as a literary classic and a cornerstone of our cultural heritage. As mentioned, Sheehan and Crossley use the term cultural bible to designate the view of the Bible as a core foundation for Western culture. This is exactly the type of framing we see in the presentation of Bibelen 2020 in its paratexts and material form. In the publishing of Bibelen 2020, we clearly see the constant negotiation between tradition and innovation. In addition, we get insight into the publisher’s wish and great effort to lower the thresholds and invite new readers into the biblical texts and traditions and make their entry as easy as possible by introducing the Bible as a literary classic.
When we turn to the cases of new practices in the church, we also find a constant discussion of boundaries for innovation over against tradition. One case of how this takes place is the difficult negotiation concerning the new practice of Crossyoga, a Christian yoga practice developed and maintained through an official cross-yoga organization, which also provides courses educating new crossyoga instructors:Crossyoga, yoga in the church space, and yoga services are happening in other churches, but we wanted to make our own kind of movement serviced. Our focus on movement is inspired by yoga because yoga has a special ability to work through the whole body and get to all the muscle groups. All of this without any tools. But to move at a church service is something totally different than moving at a gym or a yoga studio.26

The same issue of how to manage what belongs in a church setting and what does not also appears in relation to other practices, such as Halloween, as can be seen in the newspaper the Christian Daily (Kristeligt Dagblad) where the commercial interests of popular culture are set over against the goals of the church:We will not put up with business life taking over the Christian holidays … The only opportunity we have is to give the popular holidays Christian meaning. […] I suggest that you put a candle in the pumpkin in remembrance of the deceased and cut out a cross instead of scary faces.27

Halloween is a party that the church hosts to get people into church for the sake of the church itself. With Halloween the church demands attention. On the contrary, All Saints’ Day is a service that reaches out to people where they are—in their daily life. The latter is the better.28

There is a clear demarcation in these quotes, between what the church should and should not do when negotiating with popular culture. The goal is to reach ‘people where they are’. And this calls for a translation between popular culture and church culture:The theological balancing act must be that “witches, ghosts and the powers of the dark” should be seen and interpreted as death and the devil, which, as we all know, were the powers, that Christ according to faith and tradition conquered in his resurrection. If the pastor succeeds in this connection, he or she may use Halloween in the service of the church.29

The pastor is given the complicated task of connecting modern-day popular culture with church ideals. In the announcements of Halloween in the churches we find examples of how this negotiation takes place:Light and horror in church. The Halloween party is for children who like to dress up and carve funny and scary jack-o’-lanterns… The American tradition has been “danified” [made Danish], and in church it is light more than horror that is the center of attention … With dolls they have made themselves, the junior confirmands enact the story about the raising of Lazarus from the dead...
Family service—All Saints’ Day vs. Halloween. Last Sunday we celebrated All Saints’ Day, which is about living now—with the loved ones we have lost, gratefully remembered. However, most families more often encounter Halloween, which contains a different, dramatic idea about the dead; they appear and should be scared away…30

New practices, or rediscovered practices, do not just enter the church. It is a complex and complicated process, which creates controversy. At the same time, we can also see that different types of target groups or audiences seem to play a role in what becomes controversial.
This leads to considerations of how there might be different dynamics at play when the activities concern adults over against material directed toward children.
We see for example a remarkably lower degree of gatekeeping regarding the children’s bibles than the biblical translations with adults as the target audience. As mentioned above, children’s bibles are a widespread genre in the amount of sold copies and the diversity of the writers, theologians as well as non-theologians, illustrators, and publishers, both secular and Christian publishing houses. However, there has been nearly no public debate about the content of children’s bibles, etc. Likewise, very few have had these contemporary Danish children’s bibles as an object for academic analysis in Denmark before these studies.31
This impression is radically different when examining the case of Bibelen 2020 and the process of its translation. During and after the translation of the Bible there have been a lot of public discussions. A good example is that it made a headline in the newsfeed of the Danish national broadcasting company Danmarks Radio that there was a mistake in the translation of a Hebrew word in Bibelen 2020.32 The translation of specific terms has been publicly discussed for example the translation of the words “Israel” and “Israelites”; a discussion that went beyond the national borders and resulted in changed translations in the second edition of Bibelen 2020.33 These examples show very different degrees of public attention on the content of the biblical texts depending on whether children or adults are the main targets of the text.
Similar tendencies can be found in the new activities in ELCD. It is a very relevant point to examine whether activities for children are framed differently, for example, whether more elements from popular culture are let in, or perhaps it is better to formulate it as less gatekeeping when children are the target audience. One example is Halloween versus All Hallows in the ELCD. All Hallows today is a commemoration of those who have died in the previous year, and the invited audience includes close relatives and others close to the deceased. Halloween services are for children and families—and have a high degree of theatrical elements—dressing up, carving pumpkins, pastors dressed as zombies, and bat ornaments in the church space. Key elements from popular culture and the American version of Halloween are given full access to the church space. In addition, the atmosphere is one of fun and games. However, these activities do give rise to debates and conflicts—they are often connected directly to the issue of “too little gatekeeping” in the debate concerning new activities. We are not done thinking about this, but it is a central question to be researched, especially since religious formation in children is a key topic in the study of the transformations of religion in a contemporary setting.
However, there might be other premises in the question of textual transformations than those at play in relation to practices. We see one pivotal difference between activities and services in the church and the textual productions and that is different time frames according to the production line. The production of text is a much longer process than planning a new activity in the church. You can plan and host a yoga service within months. Add to this that you can decide to host a completely other activity at the same time next year.
Conversely, the biblical texts have been years on their way. One consequence of this is that these texts are at risk of being perceived as antiquated and put out of touch only a few years after their publication and the process of corrections is slow as well. The most popular Danish children’s bibles of today have been written in the years 1996–2010. On some points, they simply seem outdated. One example is the illustrations of different ethnic groups.34 We see for example that the protagonists in the children’s bible Børnebibelen have a Northern European appearance with pale skin and blond hair, for example, Abel, Joseph, and David whereas the antagonists for example Cain, Potiphar’s wife, and Saul have a Middle Eastern appearance.35 The problem of these illustrations is obvious. The children’s bibles have been on the market for several years, but these issues become suddenly very clear because the public discourse regarding cultural appropriation, #Metoo, and feminism has changed in the Danish context over the last couple of years. It seems the churches can navigate faster in their planning of activities according to the spirit of the time than the publishers and writers that produce textual dissemination of the biblical tradition. This navigation speed creates a difference in the interaction with popular culture between the Bibles and the activities.


3 Conclusion
In many ways, the deep shifts in popular culture shape all of society, which also affects the religious context. These underlying societal themes are picked up by the church and the publishers. We have now pointed to similar processes in the activities and Bibles. In the bibles as well as the activities we see significant attempts to lower the threshold for new readers and users. These lower thresholds make a negotiation between tradition and innovation necessary. In addition to this dynamic, we have found a difference in the level of gatekeeping depending on the target audience of the activity or the Bible. Children’s books and activities are under less public attention than their adult equivalents.
As can be seen, we are not done considering the themes and questions that arise out of our different materials from a common context. And we would like to close our chapter by both stating the conclusions so far and by opening the questions we will continue to examine and where we need insights from our colleagues, who study other material and other contexts. Our material clearly reflects how religion is shaped in a dialogue with popular culture. This, however, does not happen without a careful curating of popular culture.
A key conclusion to this chapter is that there is a constant negotiation of the question of the balance of being in touch with the present context and securing tradition at the same time. There seems to be an underlying idea in the church and the biblical material of the necessity of lowering the thresholds by innovation to invite new users but at the same time that the tradition is in danger of being watered down when too much innovation is allowed. In this negotiation, more innovation seems to be allowed when the target audience is children compared to the adult audience. This negotiation heavily affects the religious elite, as they take on the role of negotiators or bridge-builders in a context, they see as secularized and distant from church and Christianity. At the same time, the public watches the different activities and translations and expresses their opinion and criticism in for example newspapers and social media, when they think, the innovation has gone too far. In this way, the religious elite function as bridge-builders and the public opinion as judges. This conclusion based on a very specific set of cases raises the question of how this might look in other contexts. And it calls for further examination of the possible structural and organisational consequences of this. Do we see changes in the education of the religious elite, e.g. that they seek out courses and certifications related to the development of inspiration from popular culture? Do they involve other specialists, such as artists, yoga instructors, and authors or do they themselves take on these roles?
And finally, we find in our material, that a key trend is the attempt to invite new users and readers to join the tradition by making new entry points, e.g. the Bible is a literary classic and understandable for everybody, the church is a room for yoga, etc. Our conclusion here is that we see a combination of lowering the thresholds and practices of gatekeeping. This again opens up the question of how new audiences are reached in other contexts?
Our conclusions from these specific cases from one specific context are meant as a tool both for new research as well as for the reading of the chapters of this book. What are central dynamics in other contexts outside of Northern Europe and inside minority environments in Europe? What will be the conclusions if we include other aspects of popular culture such as movies or social media? What are the representations of religion, and anti-religion, in media more broadly? The conclusions from our material have only scratched the surface of the many possible avenues of how religion today is shaped through its relationship with popular culture.
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Abstract
This study is an investigation of the reception of the Bible in a particular type of cookbook, namely the Bible cookbook. A Bible cookbook is a collection of recipes based on and drawing inspiration from the Bible. I divide Bible cookbooks into two main groups, the educational and the ethical. First, I turn to educational Bible cookbooks and their application of the Bible, exemplified by a close reading of two biblical stories on food, Abraham and Sarah’s visitors in Genesis 18 and Jacob’s lentils in Genesis 25. A reflection on how this genre and its reception of the Bible fit in with the genres of biblical retellings, fan fiction, and celebrity cookbooks will follow. Secondly, I present some examples of ethical Bible cookbooks and illustrate their way of using biblical texts. The reception of the Bible that takes place in both educational and ethical Bible cookbooks is influenced by what I call the recipe genre’s food fiction, that is, the experience of kitchen, community, and essence conveyed through the literature. Food fiction comes into play when the Bible is retold and adapted in cookbooks and recipes. It helps make Bible stories and characters relevant in a way that other forms of biblical retelling cannot. Thus, Bible cookbooks are an interesting example of how the central importance of food and meals in society spreads to literature, giving the reader the opportunity to join God in the kitchen.
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1 Introduction
In this study, I will look at the different forms the Bible’s reception takes in a particular type of cookbook, namely the Bible cookbook. A Bible cookbook is a collection of recipes based on and drawing inspiration from the Bible. For the purpose of my analysis, I divide Bible cookbooks into two main groups, the educational Bible cookbook, and the ethical Bible cookbook.1 Most Bible cookbooks belong to the former group. Their purpose is primarily entertainment and inspiration, often with an educational aim. They use food and recipes as a starting point for telling Bible stories. The educational Bible cookbook joins other popular cultural media, such as computer games, cartoons, movies, and children’s books, as an avenue for retelling the Bible. And, as with cartoons and movies, the specific medium adds its unique flavour to the retelling. The second group, the ethical Bible cookbook, can be categorized somewhere between proselytizing and self-help literature. Among these, for example, is the bestseller The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook.2 This type of Bible cookbook characteristically considers the Bible a weighty authority on the question of what and how one should eat. Its authors consider the Bible an expression of God’s word and will, bearing authority in all aspects of life, including matters of eating and dietary habits. I call this genre an ethical Bible cookbook because it tends to dictate what one should and should not eat to live in accordance with God’s will. Authors of ethical cookbooks may differ in how much authority they attach to the biblical text, but they share their use of the Bible as a guide for what and how one should eat.
In the following, I shall first address the unique element added to the retelling of a biblical text when it occurs within the framework of a Bible cookbook.3 In order to do so, we must acquaint ourselves with the field of food studies and a few significant insights into food, meals, and eating.4 Then, I shall turn to educational Bible cookbooks and their application of the Bible, exemplified by a close reading of two biblical stories on food, Abraham and Sarah’s visitors in Genesis 18 and Jacob’s lentils in Genesis 25. A reflection on how this genre and its reception of the Bible fit in with the genres of biblical retellings, fan fiction, and celebrity cookbooks will follow. Next, I will give a few examples of ethical Bible cookbooks and illustrate their way of using biblical texts. Bible cookbooks are largely an English-language phenomenon, with very few examples in my native Danish. One of the rare Danish publications is Poul Joachim Stender and Susanne Engelstoft Rasmussen’s Præsten & Kogejomfruen [The Pastor & the Cook].5 Stender and Engelstoft Rasmussen’s Bible cookbook is both educational and ethical. I will thus conclude my study of Bible cookbooks as a form of Bible reception with a brief treatment of this example.

2 The World of Food
Food is rarely ‘just’ food. Food is a biological necessity. Humans eat to survive. Our health, well-being, and life expectancy are directly affected by what we eat. And yet, the consumption of food—the meal—is also a fundamental social event in which people eat together and in which social hierarchies and relationships are established and negotiated. If we focus on the food-related, the alimentary, in a given culture, we gain knowledge about many different facets of its peoples’ lives. Food is linked to biology and health but is also central to social life. Eating habits can express political attitudes, religious affiliations, lifestyles, and aesthetics. The science of the food we eat and how we eat it spans health sciences, natural sciences, social sciences, law, the humanities, and theology. The field of food studies reflects this unusual interdisciplinary breadth, covering everything from biology and human nutrition to agronomy, anthropology, and art history. In the following three sections, I will briefly outline three themes central to food studies and relevant to a study of Bible cookbooks, namely the kitchen, the social, and the essential. The kitchen is an analytical concept in anthropology and sociology, but—and here we see the scope of food studies—the category kitchen really includes everything from ecosystems to table customs. The connection between food and the social has long been a central theme in anthropology, but religious studies and theology have also taken an interest in the subject. Lastly, there is the essential aspect of food, situated chiefly at the crossroads between psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Let us begin in the kitchen.

3 The Informative Kitchen
A culture’s kitchen, its cuisine, tells us about its ecology, technology, and aesthetics.6 Of all edible goods, a culture typically makes a limited selection, which it labels ‘food’. In Denmark, for instance, we could easily eat bats, squirrels, seaweed, spiders, and various types of bark. Although these animals and plants are edible and nutritious, we generally refrain from eating them, simply because bats and squirrels are not considered as food. They do not form part of our kitchen or cuisine. In this way, cuisine can give us a comprehensive insight into a culture’s ecology, i.e., what lives, grows, and is cultivated there; into a culture’s economy, i.e., which parts of the animal or plant are used for food, and to what extent food is imported; and into a culture’s technology, i.e., which cooking and production methods are preferred. Additionally, cuisine provides insight into the aesthetics of a culture, i.e., what food is considered appetizing, everyday, or festive; and into a culture’s categorizations, i.e., what counts as food and what does not. Ecology, technology, economics, aesthetics, and cultural categories are, of course, intertwined. The appetizing is often related to the ecologically and technologically possible (though not only!), and the festive is often related to the costly, and so on. In the study of the alimentary aspects of a culture, it is interesting how all these fundamental components of a human society meet in the kitchen.
When analyzing cookbooks, the category of ‘kitchen’ is interesting, with many thematic cookbooks serving as a kind of mini-guide for a particular kitchen or cuisine. Take the example of the cookbook Bocuse in Your Kitchen.7 An introduction to French cuisine, it acquaints the reader with typical French ingredients, dishes, and cooking methods. It also indirectly introduces French style, taste, and aesthetics. Meanwhile, the translators of Bocuse in Your Kitchen, Philip and Mary Hyman, are aware that their readers may not be French or reside in France. Therefore, they have inserted a helpful “word to American cooks” in the book’s introduction. It explains the ingredients, expressions, and procedures, and stresses that one should read “this section carefully before attempting to make any of the recipes” (emphasis in the original).8 In this way, many cookbooks are cuisines summarized in book form. They serve as intermediaries between the reader’s kitchen and the one portrayed in the cookbook.
3.1 The Social Barometer
Given that the meal is, and always has been, a basic social event where people come together to eat, it is an arena in which social hierarchies and relationships are demonstrated, challenged, negotiated, and established.9 In early human history, eating together was a necessity, as the provision and processing of food was a collective effort. But the meal has since evolved into perhaps the most central social locus of human communities.10 We celebrate with a meal, and we mourn with a meal. We mark milestone events, take note of special occasions, and delineate communities by eating together. At first glance, the social function of food is community-building. Those who eat together belong together. The community created by the meal, by commensality, ties people together. But just as food and mealtimes can express belonging, etiquette and eating rules can emphasize hierarchies within the group and delimit the community to the exclusion of those who do not sit at the table.11 For better or worse, the meal indicates both belonging and alikeness. We are closer socially to those we eat with than those we do not.12 As such, our meal practices are social barometers that indicate the relationships we have and the communities we are incorporated into or excluded from. The community-creating potential of the meal is relevant in the context of cooking literature. A cookbook’s recipe does not merely provide the opportunity to make a particular dish. Food and meals are so closely linked to social communities in our consciousness and practical experience that reading a cookbook can provide an experience of taking part in commensality.

3.2 Food’s Essential Aspect
A slightly worn expression is that you are what you eat. This is undoubtedly true on a completely practical level. We eat food, and our body absorbs its nutrients, such that the food’s matter becomes part of our matter. As described above, this is also the case in relation to the social function of food, though with a minor alteration: We should then say, you are like those you eat with. The truth is, there is a widespread perception that one is what one eats in an essential sense. That is, the food we eat affects not only our body and our physiology but also our self, our being, and our identity.13 The idea that food and drink affect our existence and being is not rooted in scientific discovery; it is not correct as such. Still, the prevalence of the perception is well documented in socio-psychological studies. People who eat a particular diet are often attributed personality traits consistent with that diet. A group of students was introduced to a fictional tribe, the ‘turtle eaters’, whose primary source of nutrition was turtles, and a significant majority of students found it highly likely that tribe members exhibited ‘turtle-like’ traits.14 There seems to be an immediate and unreflective tendency to, even a predilection for, attributing to the food a person eats the ability to influence that person’s self. Perhaps this is due to food’s rare ability, when consumed, to become a bit of the world that crosses the boundary into our otherwise sheltered and protected body. Food comes right into our interior, our self, and therefore it is natural to imagine that it ‘does’ something to us, that it changes us.15
The essential aspect of food is interesting in relation to food trends and cookbooks, as the aspiration to eat in a certain way most likely has both a social and an essential component. You not only become like those you eat with or those you eat like; you also become as them because food, by virtue of its essential aspect, can affect and change who you are.

3.3 Food Fiction
In the three previous sections, I outlined three themes relevant to a study of Bible cookbooks, namely the kitchen, the social, and the essential. Before we can analyze Bible cookbooks, a fourth component must be in place, namely the difference between reality and fiction. The valuable reflections of anthropology, sociology, and psychology on the kitchen, the meal community, and the essential aspect of food are largely based on studies of practice. That is, grains that are actually sown, grown, harvested, ground into flour, and baked into bread. A loaf of bread that is actually broken and eaten by a group of people, etc. The anthropology of food and related disciplines in food studies are generally concerned with real food eaten by real living people.16
It is something else when we study cookbooks, for cookbooks are about food, but they are neither food nor a meal; they are literature. I like to refer to this as food fiction. In addition, recipes in cookbooks do not necessarily correspond to food prepared in people’s kitchens. Cookbooks are rather an expression of what we would like to eat and who we would like to eat like and with.17 Cookbooks are as much about dreams and desires as they are about cooking and eating; they do not describe what we actually do. And so, we need to slide in a filter when analyzing cookbooks. Cookbooks are not a kitchen or a cuisine, but they represent an idea about a cuisine. Cookbooks are not themselves commensality, but they represent an idea of community and belonging that we strongly desire to be a part of. By flipping through a cookbook or displaying one on the shelf, we participate in the fictional community created by food and meals. Likewise, the value and appeal of a cookbook are influenced by the idea of the essential aspect of food. It gives us an experience of becoming one with the food that we do not eat but still almost-eat since we read about it in the cookbook.
Finally, we can now take a closer look at the Bible cookbook. Let us begin with the educational Bible cookbook.


4 The Educational Bible Cookbook
The term educational Bible cookbook encompasses diverse publications, all of which are built around or inspired by biblical texts and narratives. The educational Bible cookbook uses recipes and cooking as a medium for conveying the Bible, its narratives, history, and culture. As such, the educational Bible cookbook can be compared to thematic cookbooks, such as barbecue cookbooks, children’s cookbooks, or Asian cookbooks. Bible cookbooks explicitly based on a specific type of cooking, a cuisine, most often feature Mediterranean or Middle Eastern cuisine, since the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament originate from the Levant and the Mediterranean region in the period from approx. 600 BCE to approx. 150 CE.
4.1 Cucumbers and Quail: The Connection between Biblical Text and Recipe
The educational Bible cookbook can have the character of a Bible atlas containing recipes. This is the case with Miriam Feinberg Vamosh’s Food at the Time of the Bible, wherein a limited number of actual recipes (44 in total) are accompanied by a wealth of information on the geography, ecology, archaeology, and cuisine of ancient Palestine—including, of course, frequent references to food- and meal-related biblical texts.18 But the educational Bible cookbook can also be set up as a classic cookbook, where the recipes are in focus, and the Bible references only serve to frame the book’s thematic cuisine, in this case, Mediterranean. An example of this can be seen in Kitty Morse’s A Biblical Feast.19 It is a typical modern cookbook with concise and easily accessible recipes, accompanied by beautiful and sensual close-ups of the dishes. The biblical element is that each recipe begins with a quote from the Bible. The connection between the Bible quote and recipe is sometimes rather loose, as in the recipe for dill cucumbers with olives and goat cheese.20 Here, the citation comes from Isa. 1:8, which describes the exposed and weakened Jerusalem as an abandoned hut in a cucumber field.21 Morse’s link is a stretch since the passage in the Book of Isaiah is not really about food at all. In fact, the only connection to food in this text is the cucumber in the expression “cucumber field.”
In other cases, the connection between biblical text and recipe is stronger. Especially when the biblical text referred to concerns food. Examples of this can be seen in the recipe for grilled quail, which begins with a reference to the miraculous quail passage in Exodus 16:13, where God magically provides meat for the protein-hungry Israelites; or in the recipe for beef broth soup with lentils, pearl barley, and mustard leaves, which begins with a quote from Genesis 25:34, wherein Esau sells his birthright to his younger brother, Jacob, in exchange for a portion of lentils.22

4.2 Potato Nests and Pasta Salad: Historically Incorrect Cookbooks
Most educational Bible cookbooks are based on concrete biblical texts, which they use as a background for one or more recipes. Examples of this can be found in Anthony Chiffolo and Rayner Hesse’s Cooking with the Bible, Rena Rossner’s Eating the Bible, and Tami Lehmann-Wilzig’s Tasty Bible Stories: A Menu of Tales & Matching Recipes.23 Here, selected biblical stories are retold as a prelude to recipes for ‘biblical’ meals. In general, emphasis is placed on entertaining stories and biblical themes, and, to a much lesser extent, on historical ingredients and cooking methods. Thus, in an educational Bible cookbook, one encounters a recipe for crispy potato nests or pasta salad with tuna fish, though neither pasta nor potatoes were known ingredients in the ancient Mediterranean world.24 An early version of pasta made from barley flour may already have been known by ancient Romans, that is, around the time of the New Testament, but pasta made from wheat and especially the classic 80s pasta salad, does not belong in biblical times.25 Likewise, the potato first became known in Europe after the colonization of South America in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.26 In Kitty Morse’s A Biblical Feast, mentioned in the previous section, the recipes stick to modern Mediterranean cuisine. The book contains recipes for dishes that reflect the tastes, ingredients, and cooking methods of Mediterranean cuisine but are adapted to modern production methods and kitchen utensils. Chiffolo and Hesse’s Cooking with the Bible, Rossner’s Eating the Bible, and Lehmann-Wilzig’s Tasty Bible Stories are, as mentioned, also adapted to the modern world, but unlike A Biblical Feast, they do not limit themselves to Mediterranean cuisine. The authors do not specify the cuisine origins of their recipes, presumably because they think of their own cuisine as neutral and non-coded. Still, roughly speaking, their cookbooks represent what might be called modern, international, middle-class cuisine in the Western world.
In Rossner’s Eating the Bible, the recipe for crispy potato nests is inspired by The Book of Deuteronomy’s instructions for the correct way to plunder a bird’s nest: “you shall not take the mother with the young. Let the mother go, taking only the young for yourself, in order that it may go well with you and you may live long.”27 This is a form of biblical sustainable thinking, emphasizing that one may eat but not eat up.28 In this case, the connection between food and recipe is a little stronger than with the cucumbers in Isa. 1:8 mentioned above. The text of Deut. 22:6–7 is about gathering eggs, presumably because the eggs are to be used for food. Thus, we are brought into a food theme, even though the thought process is slightly convoluted and imaginative, which leads from Deut. 22:6–7 to crispy potato (bird) nests, rather than, say, from eggs in the nest to a recipe for omelets.
Inspiration for Lehmann-Wilzig’s recipe for pasta salad with tuna fish is taken from The Book of Jonah, where the reluctant prophet is swallowed by a large fish (Jon. 2:1). In the Hebrew text, it simply says, “a great fish,” a non-specific species designation repeated in the early translations of the Old Testament, such as the Greek Septuagint and the Latin Vulgate. During the Renaissance, a translation tradition arose in which the fish in the Book of Jonah became a whale, which in recent times has led to speculation as to whether whales were swimming around the Mediterranean in biblical times.29 Of course, there were no whales in the original text. Lehmann-Wilzig maneuvers around the whale issue, deciding instead that large fish in the Mediterranean could well have been tuna. Thus, we end up with the combination of a recipe for pasta salad with tuna fish and a reference to the Book of Jonah.30 The text in the Book of Jonah has no connection to food, except for the very general fact that one can eat fish.
Cookbooks with historical recipes from ancient Rome, the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance, among others, are a well-known phenomenon in various bookstores and museum shops; but the educational Bible cookbook does not really belong to this genre. Biblical stories, themes, and sometimes ingredients are brought in, but most of the recipes are simply adapted to modern tastes, availability of ingredients, and cooking methods. The authors make little to no effort to recreate historically accurate Bible-inspired recipes.

4.3 The Popular Texts
As mentioned, educational Bible cookbooks vary greatly, but they also share some common features. For example, they contain far more stories from the Hebrew Bible than from the New Testament. This is due to the very simple fact that the Hebrew Bible contains far more food-related texts—and, of course, more texts all told—than the New Testament. Additionally, educational Bible cookbooks are characterized by the same paradoxical mixture of abundance and brevity that prevails in biblical texts on food. There are numerous references to food, meals, and ingredients in the Bible, but desperately little concrete information about cooking methods, the composition of dishes, or ingredients. This lack of detail gives authors of Bible cookbooks free range when developing their Bible-based recipes.
There are two Bible stories that recur very frequently in educational Bible cookbooks: the story of Abraham and Sarah’s reception of three divine visitors in Gen. 18 and the story of Jacob’s lentils in Gen. 25. Other popular Bible stories are the Passover meal in Exod. 12, Abigail’s reception of King David in 1 Sam. 25, Queen Esther’s repeated drinking feasts in the Book of Esther, the miraculous provision of bread and fish, for example, in Mk. 6:30–44 and 8:1–10, and the accounts of the Last Supper in the New Testament. Both in Gen. 18 and Gen. 25 we get relatively detailed descriptions of the cooking and the meal itself. This is undoubtedly why these two Bible stories are popular in educational Bible cookbooks. Despite the relative richness of the biblical texts, however, authors of Bible cookbooks do not tend to feel bound by the biblical texts when writing their recipes. In the next two sections, we will take a closer look at Jacob’s lentils in Gen. 25 and Abraham and Sarah’s hospitality in Gen. 18.

4.4 Jacob’s Lentils
The story of Jacob’s lentils serves as a good illustration of the brevity of the Bible’s information about cooking, despite this story being one of the most detailed descriptions of cooking in the Bible:When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while Jacob was a quiet man, living in tents. Isaac loved Esau, because he was fond of game; but Rebekah loved Jacob.
Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from the field, and he was famished. Esau said to Jacob, ‘Let me eat some of that red stuff, for I am famished!’ (Therefore he was called Edom.) Jacob said, ‘First sell me your birthright.’ Esau said, ‘I am about to die; of what use is a birthright to me?’ Jacob said, ‘Swear to me first.’ So he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob. Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew, and he ate and drank, and rose and went his way. Thus Esau despised his birthright. (Gen. 25:27–34)

There is a lot of information in this short text. We hear about the differences between the two brothers. Esau is the father’s favorite, the manly hunter, almost a savage, rude and reckless, and ruled by his hunger and his impulses. In contrast, Jacob is “a quiet man, living in tents,” a mother’s boy who stays at home and guards the sheep, and like his mother, he is sly and cunning. This opposition between the brothers, the savage and the mother’s boy, reappears in Gen. 27. This is the story of yet another fateful meal in which Rebekah lets her favorite son, Jacob, pretend to be Esau. She provides Jacob with old, blind Isaac’s favorite meal and covers Jacob’s hairless arms with goatskin. Isaac believes that Jacob is Esau. And thus, Jacob succeeds in stealing the blessing of their dying father, just as he stole Esau’s birthright in the story of the lentils.
But what does Genesis 25 actually say about the lentils? It says that Jacob cooks a stew or casserole (nazijd), which consists of lentils (‘adāšijm) and has a red or reddish-brown color (‘ādom). This is often interpreted as a sign that Jacob’s lentils were red lentils.31 Here one should be aware that the red color of the stew in Gen. 25:30 primarily serves a non-culinary purpose. Namely, Esau becomes the ancestor of the people of Edom (‘ādom, ‘red,’ Gen. 36). The author of Genesis draws on this connection repeatedly in the story of Jacob and Esau. When Esau is born, for example, he’s covered in red hair all over his body, and when this hairy savage sells his birthright without blinking, it is for a bowl of red stew. Esau eats the stew with bread and something to drink, but we are not told what he is drinking. Jacob’s stew is often interpreted as a vegetarian dish, presumably because of the contrast between the bloodthirsty hunter, Esau, and the almost anemic shepherd, Jacob. But there is in fact, nothing explicit about this in the text of Gen. 25.32
Most educational Bible cookbooks pair a relatively simple recipe for lentil soup made with red lentils with the narrative of Jacob and Esau in Gen. 25.33 But one also finds looser interpretations of the same narrative, as we saw in Kitty Morse’s beef soup with lentils, mustard leaves, and pearl barley. And again, in Chiffolo and Hesse’s Cooking with the Bible, where the lentil story unfolds into a whole menu consisting of bread, lentils with rice, a form of tzatziki, stewed onions stuffed with lentils, nuts, and fruit, a lamb stew, baked goat cheese with herbs, dried apricots, pistachios, and, finally, the spectacular chocolate cake called red velvet cake, in honor of the pun on red/Edom.34
In the story of Jacob and Esau, as found in Gen. 25, there are only three pieces of information about the dish Jacob prepares: It is cooked, there are lentils in it, and it has a reddish color. Based on these three sparse pieces of information, or ingredients, if you will, the authors of Bible cookbooks let their imaginations run free, and we end up with a myriad of different recipes inspired by Gen. 25. The only thing they have in common is the humble little lentil.

4.5 Sarah’s Bread
In the story of Abraham and Sarah’s visitors in Gen. 18, the meal is described with a touch more detail:And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, ‘Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes.’ Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it. Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they ate. (Gen. 18:6–8)

The meal consists of three components, bread (‘ugot), a calf (ben bāqār), and dairy products (ḥemāh and ḥālāb). The Hebrew term ‘ugot denotes a form of flatbread or pancake that is either baked inside a brick oven, a tabun, or on a hot stone placed in the fireplace. ‘Three measures of flour’ is equivalent to 24 liters, so we are dealing with a remarkably large portion of bread dough. It appears from verse 6 that the meal should be prepared as soon as possible; so, we might deduce that Sarah’s bread is so-called unleavened bread, prepared without rising to save time.35 The fine flour is presumably carefully sifted wheat flour, considered superior to barley flour, the other common grain variety in ancient times.36 The calf was reserved for festive occasions, being far superior to and more expensive than, for example, sheep or goat. The most common way of preparing meat in ancient Palestine was to cut it into smaller pieces and cook it in a pot. Roasting, as for the Passover meal in Exod. 12, was a rare occurrence.37 The dairy products, ḥemāh, and ḥālāb, rendered in the NRSV as “curds and milk,” could refer to fresh dairy products, presumably made from goat’s milk; but they could also refer to longer-lasting, processed dairy products, such as dried fresh cheese and clarified butter or ghee.38 Abraham and Sarah’s visitors are thus offered an exquisite and plentiful meal consisting of veal stew, flatbread, and two kinds of dairy products.
In educational Bible cookbooks, the story of the meal from Gen. 18 is used as inspiration for recipes as varied as yoghurt, ‘Sara’s bread,’ pita bread with salad and hummus, and a comprehensive meal consisting of barley bread, soup, vegetable stew, camel milk with saffron, fresh cheese with dates, barbecue skewers with veal and vegetables, and ‘angel cake.’39 As with Jacob’s lentils above, we see some convergence between the recipe and the main elements of the biblical menu—in this case, dairy products, bread, and veal. For the most part, however, authors of Bible cookbooks associate freely with the narrative. They select one or two ingredients from the biblical meal and focus on them. Then, they help themselves to new meal elements and ingredients nowhere to be found in the Bible story. They allow themselves to be limited neither by the brevity of the texts nor by an ambition for historical correctness.

4.6 Rewritten Scripture and Celebrity Cookbooks
Educational Bible cookbooks are inspired by the Bible, and they use biblical texts with great imagination and creativity. They appear to be a combination of two well-known genres. One is the celebrity cookbook. The second is a type of literature called Rewritten Scripture. Both genres can be said to be a kind of fan fiction.
The term Rewritten Scripture denotes a diverse group of texts that build on the Bible’s literary universe and gallery of characters.40 The division between biblical texts and Rewritten Scripture has rightly been criticized as artificial. It is based on the distinction between canonical and non-canonical texts, a distinction made relatively late in the creation history of such works.41 Still, the term Rewritten Scripture can help us pinpoint a particular phenomenon; namely, how in the centuries before and after the beginning of our era, dynamic production of texts emerged in the form of rewriting and retelling already known biblical narratives. Rewritings can be attempts to fill in gaps or remedy ambiguities in the narrative, or else they can take the form of more heavy-handed attempts to rewrite existing texts.42 A recurring feature of Rewritten Scripture is that the rewriting expands on the story in places where the narration stops short or remains silent. Examples of this can be seen in texts such as Joseph and Asenath and the Testament of Abraham, both of which expand on important events in the lives of the biblical protagonists—in these cases, Joseph’s marriage to the Egyptian Asenath and the death of the patriarch Abraham.43 Notably, this tendency to expand on the story and to sustain the narrative universe is mirrored in the modern phenomenon of fan fiction, where dedicated readers continue the narration of popular books such as The Lord of the Rings, Harry Potter, and Twilight through their own writing.44
Fanfiction forms a bridge to another genre with shared elements to the educational Bible cookbook, namely the celebrity cookbook. A celebrity cookbook is, simply put, a cookbook written by one or more celebrities. Unlike cookbooks written by famous professional chefs, such as Paul Bocuse and Auguste Escoffier, a celebrity cookbook is typically written by or attributed to a person known for something other than cooking. It could be a famous pop figure, such as a singer or actor, who adds their name to a cookbook, although their fame and popularity may be unrelated to food. A classic example is the Elvis Presley cookbook, Are You Hungry Tonight, which allowed fans to recreate their idol’s favorite dishes.45 Another good example is The Sinatra Celebrity Cookbook: Barbara, Frank & Friends, in which readers not only get the recipes of Mr. and Mrs. ‘Blue Eyes’, but also of their celebrity friends, such as Clint Eastwood’s recipe for the pasta dish ‘Spaghetti Western’ and Elizabeth Taylor’s ‘Spicy Chicken’.46 Fans of popular music more recent than Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra may be interested in the rapper Snoop Dogg’s recent cookbook, From Crook to Cook, which has a loving foreword by the very incarnation of American home-cooking, Martha Stewart.47
The celebrity cookbook is an expression of fan culture. We get closer to celebrities if we know what they are eating or if we eat along with them. The cookbook, as mentioned, is a form of food fiction. It nurtures the notion of the social community that food and meals can create, and it gives us an experience of becoming one with the food we almost-eat as we read about it in the cookbook. Thus, cookbooks work differently from, for example, magazine articles or interviews, which in their own way can also bring readers closer to their idols. Celebrity cookbooks create the fiction of a meal. By virtue of the food’s social function, provided through the cookbook’s literary filter, the fiction is created by sitting at the table and thus entering a community with, for example, Elvis or Snoop Dogg. The essential aspect of food also plays a major role. For example, when we eat the famous and infamous “Fried Peanut Butter and Banana Sandwich”—said to be one of Elvis’ favorite dishes and which frankly exudes Elvis essence—we probably become somewhat Elvis-like.48 The fascinating thing about the cookbook’s food fiction is that we do not actually have to cook and eat the fat-glistening calorie bomb. It is enough to read about it, as the reading itself sufficiently creates the experience of a valuable and coveted meal community.
Further development in celebrity cookbooks are cookbooks based on popular books, movies, or TV series. Tove Jansson’s Moomin children’s book series inspired a cookbook, as has A.A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh. Likewise, the TV series The Sopranos, Friends, True Blood, Game of Thrones, Downton Abbey, and Outlander have all resulted in cookbook releases. This might strike one as a relatively new phenomenon; but already in 1939, one could buy a cookbook inspired by the grandiose Hollywood drama Gone with the Wind, which premiered the same year. These cookbooks expand upon a beloved narrative universe in recipe form and thus have the character of both rewriting and fan fiction.
Similarly, the educational Bible cookbook takes up and expands upon biblical stories by attaching recipes to them so that the reader can cook and eat ‘with’ the main biblical characters. Thanks to the cookbook’s food fiction, the reader can journey into the Bible’s kitchen. We can experience the social effectiveness and essential aspect of food and thereby achieve a special fellowship with—an essential ‘contagion’ from—biblical characters such as Abraham, Sarah, or Jacob. And all this without at any time needing to have food in one’s hand or mouth. The educational Bible cookbook relates Bible stories. It uses recipes as a way for the reader to get into and become part of the literary universe of the Bible. It uses the fact that food and recipes are sensual, topical, and relevant phenomena to give the reader concrete access to the biblical text in the form of food and sensory impressions—even if the food does not necessarily reach from paper to plate and palate.


5 The Ethical Bible Cookbook
The second overarching type of Bible cookbook I refer to is the ethical type. The ethical Bible cookbook uses the Bible to suggest how and what its reader should eat. Unlike the educational Bible cookbook, which primarily aims to entertain, inspire, and enlighten, the ethical Bible cookbook has a normative aim. The ethical Bible cookbook intends to get the reader to adopt a particular way of eating, a diet in accordance with the Bible, which in this context is understood as an expression of God’s word and will. In the next two sections, we will take a closer look at two examples of ethical Bible cookbooks. The first, The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook, has its basis in the New Testament. The second, Creationist Diet: Nutrition and God-Given Foods According to the Bible, is based on the Hebrew Bible.
5.1 What Would Jesus Eat?
Doctor and author Don Colbert’s The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook is an example of an ethical Bible cookbook.49 Colbert’s Bible cookbook, like the educational Bible cookbook, does not try to write a historical cookbook. The book is basically a collection of easily accessible modern recipes from Mediterranean cuisine. In comparison with most educational Bible cookbooks, Colbert draws very little on the biblical text. The philosophy behind The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook is that by eating as Jesus would, one can live in accordance with God’s will:If you truly want to follow Jesus in every area of your life, you cannot ignore your eating habits. It is an area in which you can follow Him daily and reap great rewards for doing so. Following Jesus in your diet requires a commitment to change, a commitment to be all that God created you to be, and a commitment to yield your desires to God’s instruction. God, in turn, will honor heartfelt commitment by giving you more energy, better health, and a greater sense of well being. Are you willing to make a commitment to follow Jesus’ example and eat the way He ate? If you are, then let’s begin cooking.50

Colbert would probably not express it as such, but the ethical Bible cookbook shares the following with the educational Bible cookbook: Through the cookbook’s food fiction, they give the reader access to a meal community together with a beloved character from the Bible, Jesus himself in this case, and allow a fictitious contagion of ‘Jesus-essence’ by virtue of the essential aspect of food. The contrast between the educational and the ethical cookbook is in the reasons they give for their focus on the Bible. The educational Bible cookbook is driven by curiosity and joy of storytelling, while the ethical Bible cookbook is normative: you must eat like this because it is God’s will.
The New Testament does not offer much in the way of concrete information about what and how Jesus and the disciples ate. The limited information we do get seems to point in different directions. In Mt. 15:11 and 17–20, Jesus says that it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a man but rather what comes out of it. This remark is often read as an attempt to do away with the Hebrew Bible dietary and purity rules that can be read in Lev. 11 and Deut. 14. Jesus is referred to as a “glutton and drunkard” in Mt. 11:18–19 (cf. Lk. 7:34), and in the story of the Wedding at Cana in Jn 2, he appears to be drinking wine. Meanwhile, in Mt. 4:4 we hear that Jesus fasted for forty days in the wilderness. The New Testament texts are just diverse and concise enough when it comes to Jesus’ relationship to food to be interpreted in support of pretty much anything. All within the New Testament, Jesus is portrayed both as an abstainer and a drinker, a vegetarian and meat-eater, and an ascetic and a glutton. The conclusion depends to a large extent on what kind of alimentary example the interpreter wants.51
The brevity of the New Testament thus supplies Colbert with a great deal of wiggle room. He summarizes a Jesus-like diet as one that is high in nutritional content, not industrially produced, consists of fresh ingredients, and what is more, is eaten peacefully in the company of friends and family.52 Incidentally, he concludes on an unknown basis that Jesus ate mostly vegetables and very little meat.53 Colbert makes use of biblical texts about as freely as do his colleagues, the authors of educational Bible cookbooks. The crucial difference, of course, is that Colbert claims that by eating according to his cookbook, one also eats in accordance with “God’s instruction” (see above quote). Thus, Colbert seeks to attribute a form of divine authority and intention to his recipes. Against this background, it becomes problematic that Colbert’s Jesus diet rests on such a flimsy basis and on such a superficial use, to put it mildly, of ambiguous biblical texts. For their part, educational Bible cookbooks do not invoke some form of divine authority and mostly refrain from constricting what one should or should not eat and why. They limit themselves to making a suggestion, as does the Elvis Presley cookbook. If you like Elvis enough to want to eat like him, even if it involves eating the aforementioned peanut-butter-and-banana sandwich, then that is fine. If not, that is fine too. It is up to you. In The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook, the choice is not quite so free, as Colbert claims that to follow Jesus, that is, to be a good Christian, one must eat like Jesus. Against this background, it is problematic that Colbert does not freely and openly admit in his book that the answer to the question, What would Jesus eat? is not actually in the Bible but is something that Colbert himself has come up with.

5.2 What Would Noah Eat? A Creationist Bible Cookbook
Another example of an ethical Bible cookbook is Gary F. Zeolla’s Creationist Diet: Nutrition and God-Given Foods According to the Bible.54 As the title suggests, Zeolla’s Bible cookbook is a Christian-creationist counterpoint to the paleo diet that has gained ground since the 1990s.55 The idea behind the paleo wave is that it is healthiest for humans to eat ‘naturally’, which means eating like our ancestors in the Old Stone Age, the Paleolithic.56 This claim may very well hold, writes Zeolla, if one believes in evolutionary theory; but he does not. He is a creationist and considers the biblical account of creation to be historically correct. Accordingly, he offers a creationist diet, one based on the creation stories (Gen. 1–2) and the primeval history of the Hebrew Bible (Gen. 1–11). Zeolla’s food-related reading of the primaeval history (Gen. 1–11) does not differ from academic-exegetical reasoning on this point. But, unlike most scholars, he does not distinguish between Gen. 1, which according to historical-critical research and the so-called documentary hypothesis, is considered to belong to the Priestly source, and Gen. 2–3, which according to the same hypothesis, is attributed to the Jahwist.57 Zeolla interprets the Bible according to the principle that the closer we get to the creation, the more original and thus correct is a given condition or commandment. Using this principle, Zoella distinguishes between God-given food and non-God-given food. Thus, he arrives at a series of recommendations for a creationist diet in line with God’s will.58
Before taking a closer look at Zeolla’s concrete recommendations, a summary of the food-related passages in Gen. 1–11 is due. The first reference to food and diet is in Gen. 1:29–30, where God gives the newly created humans green plants and fruit trees to eat. Based on these verses, it can be deduced that the diet in the Garden of Eden is vegetarian and consists of wild plants. This circumstance changes as Adam and Eve are banished from Eden in Gen. 3. Human living conditions change after the ‘fall’: Now, they must cultivate the arable land by the sweat of their brows and fight against thorns and thistles to get the earth to bear fruit (Gen. 3:17–19). Outside the Garden of Eden, the diet is still vegetarian but no longer freely available in the wild. The next change in the menu occurs after the Flood when God decides to broaden the original vegetarian diet in Gen. 1:29–30 by allowing the consumption of meat:The fear and dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered. Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. (Gen. 9:2–3)

After this, the Hebrew Bible remains silent for a while about what one may or may not eat. We must wait for Lev. 11, where we encounter the classic Hebrew Bible dietary rules that forbid pork and seafood and, indeed, even rock badgers, eagles, and more.59
The story of the Tower of Babel in Gen. 11:1–9 makes no mention of food; but it is important to Zeolla because it marks the transition from the primeval history to the patriarchal narratives and the ‘rest’ of the Hebrew Bible. Until the story of the Tower of Babel, the Hebrew Bible’s narration has a universal character and tells the story about humanity in general. After the Tower of Babel, the narrative narrows, first, to one family, Abraham and his descendants, and second, to the chosen people, Israel, descendants of this family. Thus, Zeolla can supplement his nearness-to-the-creation principle with a before-and-after-Babel principle, where dietary advice that comes before Gen. 11 is weightier than that occurring after.60
Based on a reading of Gen. 1–11, with occasional references to the rest of the Hebrew Bible, Zeolla thus outlines four biblical diets: (1) The Edenic Diet, consisting of green plants, nuts, and seeds (‘raw food’); (2) The Antediluvian Diet, consisting of raw food, grains, and legumes; (3) The Noahic Diet, consisting of raw food, cereals, legumes and meat; and (4) The Promised Land Diet, consisting of raw food, grains, legumes, meat, milk, and honey—and corresponding to a narrative situation in which the people of Israel have become permanent residents of the Promised Land, Canaan.61 Zeolla’s list of God-given foods includes fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, grains, legumes, meat from ‘clean’ animals, and fish (Lev. 11 and Deut. 14), vegetable oil, honey, and dairy products. Non-God-given foods, on the other hand, are industrially produced or heavily processed cereals and sugar, meat from ‘unclean’ animals (Lev. 11 and Deut. 14), prefabricated meat products, eggs, margarine, and deep-fried foods.62 Zeolla does not ultimately recommend one biblical diet over another. But he seems to lean towards the antediluvian diet—because it is healthy and because in Gen. 5 Noah’s ancestors all have incredible longevity.63
The Creationist Diet is not a cookbook in a traditional sense. It contains few recipes and serves rather as an example of a nutritional manual that recommends changing one’s diet based on and in accordance with the Bible. When comparing Zeolla’s The Creationist Diet and Colbert’s The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook, it is clear that Zeolla remains more loyal to the text than Colbert. If we accept Zeolla’s premise that one thing is truer than another because it is written in the Bible, then his argumentation rests on a relatively solid foundation, namely a thorough and conscientious reading of the Hebrew Bible. However, Zeolla pairs his thorough reading of the Bible with two qualitative principles that are entirely his own invention, namely the nearness-to-the-creation principle and the before-and-after-Babel principle. These principles are derived from the Bible, but they do not appear in the Bible. Zeolla also chooses to disregard the New Testament’s attempt to do away with the Old Testament dietary rules (e.g., Mt. 15:11, 17–20; Acts 10) and sticks to the Hebrew Bible distinction between clean and unclean animals. It could be said that Zeolla’s creationist agenda allows him to privilege the Hebrew Bible creation story to such an extent that he does not quite manage to live up to the promise given in his subtitle, Nutrition and God-Given Foods According to the Bible. Zeolla bases his arguments on carefully selected biblical texts to arrive at a relatively uniform answer to what a biblical diet consists of. Thus, he reduces the Bible’s complex and polyphonic discussion of what to eat and why to a far more manageable set of instructions. This urge to condense and unify is, no doubt, caused by the Bible’s penchant for always offering at least two thoughts about everything. Even a well-intentioned attempt to say something unequivocal about the Bible’s recommendations concerning eating habits and food cannot accommodate the complexity of biblical perceptions and thus remains reductionist in its approach to biblical texts.


6 The Pastor & The Cook: An Ethical and Educational Cookbook Written By God’s Chefs
In conclusion, I would like to mention one of the few Bible cookbooks published in my native Danish, Poul Joachim Stender and Susanne Engelstoft Rasmussen’s Præsten & Kogejomfruen [The Pastor & the Cook].64 In the introduction, I mentioned that The Pastor & the Cook is both educational and ethical. By that, I mean that it has the ambition of conveying Bible stories through food and recipes while also having an ethical and normative aim. The aim of the authors is to bring sensuousness into the church and to rebel against what they see as Protestant Christian ethics’ desire for restraint and self-control.65 The authors are, in their own words, “on a mission for God”; they are “God’s chefs,” and they will “bring heaven to the food or lift the food up to heaven” and “spread joy and fellowship in the name of Jesus.”66 The authors of The Pastor & the Cook want both to entertain and to inspire with their recipes, but they also want to influence people’s behavior and change their attitudes toward food and eating with the help of the book. They want to “give the sense of taste, smell, and touch back to the church.”67 One of the authors is the now nationally known Danish media pastor Poul Joachim Stender. The book’s goal of putting sensuousness at the top of the church’s agenda is completely in line with his other work as a cultural figure and debater, as well as with his preaching as a pastor.
The Pastor & the Cook also invokes a form of biblical authority though more general than we see in Colbert’s reference to God’s instruction and Zeolla’s reference to the biblical text. Stender and Engelstoft Rasmussen refer partly to the Christian tradition, “we are Christians and should also remember our faith through the food we eat,”68 partly to the importance of the meal in the Bible and in biblical times:The meal removed the distance between those who ate together and between heaven and earth. But it also removed the distance between body and soul. During a good meal, one no longer distinguished between physical and mental appetite or satiety. That’s what every meal is about. Both in biblical times and today. Eating together to eliminate the distance between those one eats with, between heaven and earth, between body and soul. It is no wonder that eternity is repeatedly represented in the Bible as a supper.69

Like Zeolla’s well-meaning reductionism discussed in the previous section, we see here an example of a Bible cookbook that legitimizes its own aims by privileging some biblical texts and voices in the conversation over others. We can grant Stender and Engelstoft Rasmussen that some biblical texts, such as Isa. 25:6–8 and Rev. 19:9, depict eternity as a meal that breaks down boundaries.70 However, there are also numerous examples of meal scenes in the Bible where social hierarchy is emphasized around the table (e.g., Gen. 43:32; 1 Sam. 4–5), an inequality accentuated by food, neither problematized nor criticized by the biblical authors nor by Stender and Engelstoft Rasmussen. Similar to other authors of Bible cookbooks, Stender and Engelstoft Rasmussen have a selective and loose relationship with the biblical texts from which they draw their inspiration and authority.
The Pastor & the Cook is written specifically for Danish food culture and for the Danish church year, and therefore it contains recipes for, e.g., Twelfth Night, Shrovetide, and Midsummer’s Day.71 But it also has more classic Bible cookbook features, such as a recipe for a “fatted calf that Abraham and the prodigal son would have appreciated” and “Esau’s red lentil soup with purple dressing.”72
The former kind of recipe, which relates to a special event or holiday, points in the direction of a food-related, performative reception of the Bible. This topic deserves an in-depth study in its own right, but here I shall limit myself to a few tentative observations.73 Stender and Engelstoft Rasmussen have recipes for an “after church brunch” and a “picnic for the cemetery,” as well as for Prayer Day [Bededag in Danish], Easter, and Pentecost.74 What these recipes have in common is their performative aspect. They must be staged and performed, preferably in the church or cemetery, and preferably to mark church holidays by recreating the stories of the Bible using food. Here we see an example of a Bible cookbook that seeks to transcend the food fiction of the cookbook, turning it into a real meal that is prepared and eaten. The references to specific occasions move away from fiction and approach practice. At this point, The Pastor & the Cook points to an ecclesiastical and cultural practice that has only increased in popularity since the book was published in 2003, namely various forms of Bible-themed communal dining and food events in Danish churches and parishes.75 It has become customary to hold a Maundy Thursday meal in the church, preferably in connection with a service, just as one also increasingly sees lectures on the Bible accompanied by one or more biblical-themed dishes. Such Bible-inspired dining may be based on a Bible cookbook, such as The Pastor & the Cook or the Danish Bible Society’s short and colorful recipe booklet Smag på Bibelen [Taste the Bible]—a Danish translation of selected recipes from Miriam Feinberg Vamosh’s Food at the Time of the Bible.76 But they may also occur without finding their basis in the ‘scriptural authority’ of a Bible cookbook, that is, without using the script that The Pastor & the Cook, for example, offers up for use. On the one hand, these biblical food events can be seen as an extension of—and as helping to realize and concretize—Bible reception as found in Bible cookbooks. On the other hand, they can be seen as separate and independent projects, biblical performances somewhere between ritual, meal, and passion play.77 Food and meals—and, in these climate times, ethical eating too—are increasingly taking up space in public discourse. Therefore, it seems likely that Bible reception in the form of food events inside and outside the church is something we will see much more of in the coming years.

7 Cooking with God: The Bible Cookbook as Bible Reception
There is great variation among Bible cookbooks. As I have tried to demonstrate in this study, they can lean more toward ‘biblical’ or more toward ‘cookbook’; they can be either predominantly educational, predominantly ethical, or a mixture of both. Despite this diversity, I would like to conclude with some general observations about the Bible cookbook as a form of Bible reception.
Bible cookbooks interpret and retell the Bible in order to translate biblical texts into concrete recipes or dietary advice. The educational Bible cookbooks seek to entertain, relate bible stories, and convey the Bible universe using food and recipes. In contrast, the ethical Bible cookbooks have, to a much greater extent, a behavior-regulating ambition. They seek not only to enlighten or entertain but to help the reader follow God’s will by eating according to the Bible. The three examples of ethical Bible cookbooks, Colbert’s The What Would Jesus Eat Cookbook, Zoella’s The Creationist Diet, and Stender and Rasmussen’s The Pastor & the Cook, demonstrated that God’s will regarding what to eat can be interpreted very differently and that a God-pleasing diet can variously entail eating like Noah, eating like Jesus, or eating with all the senses and with great pleasure. Educational and ethical Bible cookbooks have in common that the Bible’s brevity about food and cuisine creates a broad framework for interpretation. Bible cookbooks draw inspiration and authority from the Bible; but they do not allow themselves to be limited by ambitions for historical correctness. The Bible cookbook translates the Bible into recipes in a form that suits the modern kitchen and contemporary needs, interests, and levels of ambition. Thus, it fits in nicely with the genre of Rewritten Scripture that expands on the Bible to make it relevant in a new context.
The reception of the Bible that takes place in both educational and ethical Bible cookbooks is influenced by the recipe genre’s food fiction, that is, the experience of kitchen, community, and essence conveyed through the literature. Food fiction comes into play when the Bible is retold and adapted in cookbooks and recipes. It helps make Bible stories and characters relevant in a way that other forms of biblical retelling cannot. Thus, Bible cookbooks are an interesting example of how the central importance of food and meals in society spreads to literature, giving the reader the opportunity to join God in the kitchen.
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Abstract
This article explores the relationship between religion, film, and scandal. It offers an overview of films that were scandalised because of their approach toward religion. Using selected examples, it shows how religious furore was ignited through films. It addresses the specific mediality of film and scandalisation processes. It points to the situated nature of these processes and the multifaceted nature of the religious reception of films. It asks why some feel offended by their religious feelings while others enjoy watching the very same films or even praise them as a spiritual experience or as didactically valuable for teaching religion. Finally, it asks how religious agents and policy groups gain political profit through the scandalisation of films.
Keywords
ReligionPoliticsScandalScandalisationFilmCinemaMovies
1 Introduction
From a cultural studies perspective, scandalisation processes are phenomena of great interest, as they can be used to empirically demonstrate how different social groups formulated differing worldviews and negotiated them, usually in highly emotionalised manners, both discursively and performatively. Since its emergence in the eighteen-nineties, films—and cinema as an institution in itself—have repeatedly become the subject of scandalisation processes.
Within the history of cinematic scandals, religious themes or religious groups occupy a prominent position: When religious values are questioned in films or religious motifs are subversively negotiated, a process of scandalisation follows with a high probability. Regardless of whether such an attempt takes place in form of a heterodox and deviant exegesis of religious myths, practices, or power structures, with a rather philosophical ambition, in a ridiculing manner, or as a fierce anti-religious attack. This applies to different temporal, spatial, and cultural contexts, or cinematic genres. Likewise various were manifestations through which the indignation around those films became visible. The modes of scandalisation through religious communities include media protests, public demonstrations, religious processions, political anti-chambering, court cases, and physical attacks on film sets, cinemas, actors, and directors, including a hostage situation with lethal consequences. Furthermore, religious players have acted and continue to act as pressure groups and actual scandalmongers in controversies about films and cinema, in which superior questions were negotiated. Such as the nature of good taste, protection of minors, meaning and purpose of censorship, freedom of art, and freedom of expression; often in conjunction with other scandalised topics like the depiction of nudity, sexual practices, violence, and gender relations or norms.
This article explores the relationship between religion, film, and scandal. It offers an overview of films that were scandalised because of their approach toward religion. Using selected examples, it shows how religious furore was ignited through films. It addresses the specific mediality of film and scandalisation processes. It points to the situated nature of these processes and the multifaceted nature of the religious reception of films. It asks why some feel offended based on their religious feelings while others enjoy watching the very same films or even praise them as a spiritual experience or as didactically valuable for teaching religion. Finally, it asks how religious agents and policy groups gain political profit through the scandalisation of films.
Based on 16 films the bandwidth of scandalisation processes will be shown. These brief descriptions do not claim to be exhaustive. Their somewhat encyclopaedic character is quite intentional. References to further literature allow the reader to delve deeper and show the—not all too extensive—state of research. However, it should be noted that the studies cited rarely address the deeper motives of religious protagonists. In order to understand the behaviour of religious actors as scandalisers in cinematic scandals, I propose two different readings. One focuses on the emotional level of religious furore. The other asks about the advantages of scandalisation. Through the scandalisation of films and the associated media publicity, religious groups may enhance their own value system, strengthen their collective identity, and engage in cultural politics directed against those who do not share their worldview. Once the scandalisers have gained media attention, scandals—thus the thesis put forward here—serve as a powerful tool to assert specific interests, defend or increase power, and weaken the influence of however-defined competitors.

2 Scandalised Movies in the History of Film
Film scandals and scandalous films are popular topics for film blogs, film lists, and public media. Several academic publications and overviews on the subject at hand have been published as well. Among the publications that have appeared so far, two different approaches to the concept of scandal films ought to be distinguished: those who seek to explore the skandalon of a film in a hermeneutic manner and those who focus on the scandalisation of films in a social constructivist manner. The former may be situated in the tradition of Amos Vogel’s wonderful book Film as a Subversive Art.1 Therein Vogel assembled more than 600 films with mini-essays and a myriad of illustrations. Vogel categorised his films according to different forms of subversions based on classifications (made by himself) of subversive contents (defined by him). Works by scholars of film studies who apply psychoanalytical theories or by religious studies scholars with a phenomenological approach resemble Vogel’s procedure within this point. They seek to understand the scandalous nature of a film in itself.2
A social constructivist approach differs from this. From such a point of view, a film does not contain a scandal as a somewhat immanent or inherent matter. Through such a lens, a scandal is understood as a product of social and cultural differentiation, mediated, and heightened through public media. What results in offence depends on the respective historical and cultural context in which the scandalisation takes place.3 This approach is followed here.
Controversies about films arose over a wide range of issues, such as political subversion (or political expressions perceived as such), critique of capitalism, critique of power, nationalism, anti-Semitism, racism, bellicism, militarism, military critique, critique of religion, blasphemous or—depending on the perspective—alternative readings of religious doctrine, gender relations, and definitions, misogyny, explicit depictions of nudity, of sexual practices (especially those discursively ranked as “deviant”), of birth and death, of disabilities, of excretions of all kinds, or of violence in various forms, against humans or animals. In the following, we will focus on those films that have caused controversies due to their approaches and portrayals of religion.

3 Religion as Skandalon: Scandalised Films with Religious Content
In his Encyclopedia of Religion article on Film and Religion, Brent Plate states: “While the academic study of ‘film and religion’ as a subfield within religious studies has only come of age since the late nineteen-eighties, the connection between film and religion is as old as film itself.”4 The same applies to the relationship between religion, film, and scandalisation. Among the earliest opponents of film and cinema were religious communities and their leaders. Even in 1929—more than 30 years after the dawn of cinema—Pope Pius XI warned against the dangers of the movies, but also of other popular cultural media. In his encyclical Divini illius Magistri he cautioned the faithful of the Catholic world about “impious and immoral books, often diabolically circulated at a low price; of the cinema, which multiplies every kind of exhibition; and now also of the radio, which facilitates every kind of communications. These most powerful means of publicity, which can be of great utility for instruction and education when directed by sound principles, are only too often used as an incentive to evil passions and greed for gain.”5 Pius XI feared the “dangers of moral and religious shipwreck” not only, but especially for the “inexperienced youth.” In a historical comparison, he referred to St. Augustine, who deplored the passion and infatuation of his fellow Christians for the shows of the circus. Ultimately, the Pontifex proclaimed: “How often today must parents and educators bewail the corruption of youth brought about by the modern theatre and the vile book!”6
3.1 Häxan (1922)
Devilish corruption and vileness were also, what the critics of Benjamin Christensen’s Häxan saw at work. In seven sections, the film examines the phenomenon of witchcraft and its persecution. In captivating images, it shows inter alia voluptuous witches, manic monks, and possessed nuns. Its style oscillates between drama and documentary, anthropological investigation, arthouse, and horror. It explains religious fanaticism with the, at the time scientifically fashionable, theories of hysteria. The depiction of violence, torture, nudity, and sexuality caused outrage at its premiere in Copenhagen in September 1922. For the Swedish premiere, the film has been shown in a shortened version, due to its depiction of torture and perceived blasphemy. In France, the Roman Catholic Church protested against the film and its inglorious portrayal of the Inquisition. The German authorities banned Häxan after its local premiere in February 1924.7

3.2 Salomé (1923)
The furore over Charles Bryant’s Salomé is probably to be understood in the conjunction of a religious topos and the rumour of queerness. As a tribute to Oscar Wilde, the film allegedly has been produced with a queer cast.8 Whereby it does not seem entirely clear whether the producers spread the rumour to provide the film with media attention. The producer of the film was Alla Nazimova, who also starred in the leading role of Salomé. Nazimova’s private life filled the columns of the gossip press in the early nineteen-twenties. She was rumoured to be romantically involved with other female celebrities, including Natasha Rambova, who wrote the screenplay for Salomé. Rambova’s screenplay is based on Oscar Wilde’s one-act play of the same name from 1891.9 Before Wilde’s play premiered in London—with Sarah Bernhardt, at the time probably the world’s most prominent actress—the production was banned. As justification, the Examiner of Plays shall have said: “The piece is written in French – half Biblical, half pornographic—by Oscar Wilde himself. Imagine the average British public’s reception of it.”10 The state of affairs at the time of the film’s release in the United States in 1923 might not have been so different. However, no censorship measures were taken. The rules of the so-called production code had not yet come into effect. But the audience stayed away from the screenings. The film became a commercial failure.

3.3 L’Âge d’Or (1930)
As with his sensational first film Un chien andalou, Luis Buñuel challenged his audience’s viewing habits with L’Âge d’Or. Between surreal sceneries embedded are narrative strands in which Buñuel deliberately took aim at bourgeois culture, Christian morality, capitalism, clergy, and the military. Jesus Christ reveals as a partaker of a Marquis de Sade-style orgy, nailing the scalps of the women he consorts with to a cross. The film was highly praised by the surrealist movement. An exhibition of works by Salvador Dalí, Max Ernst, Man Ray and Joan Miró accompanied the performances at Studio 28 in Paris. Catholic-conservative and nationalist circles, on the other hand, were outraged about the film. When the film had already been running for five days, an angry mob attacked the cinema, devastated the auditorium, and destroyed the exhibited artworks. Right-wing extremist groups such as the Ligue des Patriotes and the Ligue antijuive called for the attack. They smeared ink on the silver screen, threw stink and smoke bombs into the rows, tore cinema seats from their anchors, and attacked the audience with clubs. The incident attracted the attention of politicians and the judiciary. The latter, however, saw the attack by the self-declared patriots not so much as a problem, but regarded the film as a true scandal. They demanded censorship measures, bans on screenings, and finally the confiscation of the film. The bourgeois press waged a campaign against Buñuel. Meanwhile, the left-wing press and the Surrealists campaigned with verve for L’Âge d’Or. André Breton wrote a fulminant manifesto in its defence. Whereupon the daily newspaper Le Figaro demanded that criminal proceedings be instituted against the entire group of surrealists. That did not come to pass. However, in a remarkable decision on 12 December 1930, the censorship authorities decided that the film should be banned. The police swarmed out to confiscate copies of the film. The devastation of the cinema and art exhibition nine days earlier was not atoned for.11

3.4 Teorema (1968)
Pier Paolo Pasolini often combined criticism of capitalism with Christian themes in his work. With Teorema, he produced a film that—in Pasolini’s words—was directed against the bourgeois neo-capitalist rule, which alienated people from themselves, and which had lost all sense of the sacred. In a parable-like cinematic essay, Pasolini asks whether Jesus Christ, if he were to appear in the present, would be recognised and worshipped as God the Son. The Office Catholique International du Cinéma (OCIC) saw this as an important spiritual matter, applauded the film, and awarded Teorema with the prestigious Catholic Film Prize at the Venice Biennale 1968. On the other hand, proponents of the conservative wing of the Catholic Church did not agree at all. They saw Teorema as a perilous communist machination and denounced it as a promiscuous and homoerotic travesty. Under pressure from the Vatican hierarchy, the award was withdrawn ex-post. Not long after, the film was banned in Italy on the grounds of “obscenity,” under the intense pressure of the clergy. Thus, the church and the state responded not only to the film’s criticism of capitalism but also—from a legal point of view even exclusively—to the homoerotic gestures it contained. Pasolini took legal action against the ban and finally achieved permission to screen his film in Italian cinemas.12

3.5 The Devils (1971)
Disagreements between the Vatican and the Venice Film Festival also occurred three years later when Ken Russell was awarded a prize for The Devils. In this case, the ecclesiastical dignitaries demanded the removal of the festival director. The film is based on the 1950 novel The Devils of Loudun by Aldous Huxley and the Royal Shakespeare Company play The Devils by John Whiting that followed in 1960. They draw on historical accounts that centre around Urban Grandier, a Catholic priest, abbess Jeanne des Anges and a convent of Ursuline nuns, who allegedly succumbed to possession after Grandier concluded a pact with the Devil in 1634. The film addresses power and abuse of power within the Catholic Church, the politicisation of religion–, sexual repression, and—in a Freudian manner—faith as a form of mass hysteria. Above all, however, it contains graphic depictions of violence and sexuality in conjunction with religious symbols. Notorious became a scene in which the nuns’ possession culminates in an orgy wherein the sisters dismantle a crucifix to masturbate with it. The scene—or the rumour of its existence—ignited harsh reactions. Protest movements and censorship authorities in several countries demanded a prohibition of the film. Ultimately, the sequence was removed in its entirety.13

3.6 Sebastiane (1976)
Derek Jarman and Paul Humfress raised tempers with Sebastiane in 1976. In the manner of a homoerotic hagiography, the film portrays the life and martyrdom of Saint Sebastian. As a result of the iconographic tradition of Western painting, which often depicts him in a lascivious manner, Sebastian enjoyed iconic status in the gay community, whether as a playful cipher or as a secret patron saint. The latter, of course, to the displeasure of the church authorities in the nineteen-seventies. Sebastiane, loaded with long takes of naked male bodies, was primarily intended for a homosexual audience. It would probably never have become known to a broader audience—and accordingly would hardly have become the object of a media debate—had it not been for two curiosities. Firstly, Sebastiane was shot entirely in Latin. This had never been done before in cinema’s history. Secondly, Sebastiane was apparently the first film in the United Kingdom to pass pre-censorship, despite the appearance of an erected penis. How the film succeeded in evading censorship is disputed. Derek Jarman claimed in retrospect that he fooled the censorship authorities by screening the film in an improper ratio and with a widescreen mask above the projector. Alone, the fact that the censorship authorities had been tricked—and this with a film that brought homosexuality and the depiction of a Christian saint together—generated attention far beyond its target audience and became an example for heterodox readings of hagiographies.14

3.7 The Message (1976)
The film that probably attracted the most drastic effects of scandalisation was Moustapha Akkad’s film The Message. From diplomatic disruptions to bomb threats and a hostage situation. Akkad intended to bring the life of the Prophet Muhammad on screen. In order to address different target audiences, he produced the pictures in parallel with two different ensembles, one in English and one in Arabic. This resulted in two different films with different casts. In accordance with—however-defined—interdictions of figurative representation of the prophet followed by most Muslims, Akkad abstained from depicting Muhammad visually. The same applies to the depiction of his wives, daughters, and sons-in-law, as well as the first caliphs. Muhammad’s presence is marked through the camera-technical capture of his perspective, the staging of his camel, light effects, and solemn music. His words are understood as other protagonists repeat them. Nevertheless, rumours of forbidden idolatry persisted. Saudi Arabia exerted diplomatic pressure on donors to prevent the production of the film. Kuwait withdrew already approved funding. The royal house of Morocco—originally a supporter of the film—had the filming in its country cancelled. Muammar al-Gaddafi, on the other hand, was not much bothered by Saudi cultural politics, permitted the filming to continue in Libya, and took over a large part of the production costs. When the film was released in 1976, the rumours still lingered. Several theatres that programmed the film became the target of demonstrations and threats. Of particular tragic were the events in Washington: The Hanafi Movement, a splinter group of the Nation of Islam, tried to prevent the screening of the film in the United States capital by seizing a district building, the Islamic Center of Washington and the Jewish B’nai B’rith International Center, taking over a hundred hostages and threatening to blow up the three buildings. In the attempt to free the hostages, two people lost their lives.15

3.8 Ursula (1978)
In the same year, Egon Günther’s adaptation of Gottfried Keller’s novella Ursula caused a storm of indignation among Protestants and anti-communists. Set at the time of the Zurich Reformation, Ursula depicts, among other things, the confrontations between Zwingli and the Baptists. The film also marked the first cooperation between the national broadcasters of Switzerland and the German Democratic Republic. The scandalisation referred to form, content, and conditions of production: the portrayal of Zwingli as a rather authoritarian churchman and the Baptists as a free-spirited sectarian group that indulged in sexual debauchery were not appreciated. The same applied to expressive and theatrical acting, coarse language, and the excessive use of swear words. Swiss television received hundreds of protest letters and a criminal complaint, claiming the film contained pornographic content. The adherents of the so-called spiritual national defence suspected the film to be a Marxist reading of the Zurich reformation and a subversive communist agitation. They accused Swiss television of allowing itself to be instrumentalised by Günther and the GDR. The fact that the film was broadcast on Reformation Sunday was perceived as a particular form of provocation.16

3.9 Monty Python’s Life of Brian (1979)
Criticism from different Christian denominations and Jewish communities was raised when the British comedy troupe Monty Python produced their third feature film Monty Python’s Life of Brian. The satire tells the incredible story of Brian, a young Jew who is born on the same day as—and in close proximity to—Jesus Christ. In his later life, he is mistaken for the Messiah, attracts followers, and gets involved in revolutionary activities. The satire targeted the dogmatism of religious and political groups and parodied the genre of Bible films. It combined—in an eponymous Pythonesque manner—profound topics with surreal sceneries, unpredictable situations, and absurd humour. While church representatives in the USA tried to prevent screenings through public calls for boycotts and protest marches, conservative church leaders in England sought to exert influence behind the scenes and prevent the film from being produced. Several countries or local authorities had it banned. The Pythons in turn made the controversies about the film subject of further satire. In Sweden, the film was advertised with posters that made fun of the ban in the neighbouring country with the tagline: So funny, it was banned in Norway. A TV talk on BBC in which two Pythons, John Cleese and Michael Palin, debated the film with Mervyn Stockwood, Bishop of Southwark, and Malcolm Muggeridge, a renowned British journalist became notorious. The latter accused the film of sacrilege and blasphemy, while the former pointed out that their film was not about Christ, but Brian. It turned out that the critics—as is often the case in processes of scandalisation—had not even seen the film they wanted to ban. Cleese and Palin again used this as an advantage to mock the scandalmongers.17

3.10 Das Gespenst (1982)
When Herbert Achternbusch’s Das Gespenst was released in 1982, a major scandal that should have had profound consequences for future film funding in Germany unfolded. The film shows, how Christ climbs down from a crucifix in a Bavarian convent of the present day, begins a liaison with the Mother Superior (in German: Oberin), and from then on servers as a waiter (in German: Ober) in a rural tavern. The film is surreal and anarchic in nature, peppered with scathing criticism of the police, political authorities, and religious dignitaries. Catholic church leaders condemned the film as blasphemy. At the same time, Das Gespenst had the potential to be seen as a spiritual endeavour. As such, the Jury of the Protestant film office (Evangelisches Filmwerk) chose it as Film of the Month. In its decision statement, the jury wrote: “Convinced that inconvenient things cannot be eliminated by silencing them, [the jury] advocates that such an ‘offensive’ film should not be withheld from a public that is so often described as mature.”18 This assessment encountered little understanding from the head of the German Bishops’ Conference’s Media Office prelate Wilhelm Schätzler. He saw the award as a “serious liability” for ecumenical dialogue.19 Catholic associations gathered to protest the film. More than a thousand Catholic boy scouts congregated in Munich for a public procession of atonement. While praying for the poor soul of Achternbusch, they marched towards the Marian Column, which stands on the square in front of Munich town hall—a landmark that is both politically and religiously crucial in the social landscape of Bavaria. Catholic-dominated Austria issued a nationwide ban on the film. The German Federal Minister of the Interior, Friedrich Zimmermann, a politician from the Catholic-conservative Christian Social Union in Bavaria (CSU), joined the calls for a screening ban. Yet the German courts rejected such a request. The judges argued that the law against blasphemy could only be enforced if the alleged sacrilege threatens to disturb public peace. Against the courts and their interpretation of blasphemy law, Zimmermann could not act. But he knew how to use his resources of power. He stopped the payment of subsidies that had already been granted to Achternbusch. Afterwards, he initiated a reform of German film funding to prevent a similar film from ever again being supported with public funds. The scandalisation of Das Gespenst revealed different lines of division: A Protestant and a Catholic perspective, regional disparities, and fault lines between the judiciary and the executive.20

3.11 Je vous salue, Marie (1984)
With Je vous salue, Marie, Jean-Luc Godard approached the motif of the virgin birth and placed it in the present. Present-day Mary is the daughter of a petrol station keeper. She lives in a relationship with Joseph, who is with another woman next to her. Joseph has difficulties with Mary’s wish to abstain from sexual intercourse for the time being. One day Mary receives a visit from Gabriel, who reveals to her that she is bearing the child of God. Her gynaecologist is surprised when he discovers that Mary is virginal and pregnant at the same time. Joseph struggles with the situation, and initially feels betrayed, but accepts the heavenly miracle over time and grows into a loving and caring partner. Among Catholic and Orthodox Christians there was much indignation against Je vous salue, Marie. The film was considered blasphemous and obscene. A nude scene with Mary caused the loudest opposition. In several French cities, screenings were interrupted when outraged believers began praying and chanting in the auditorium or throwing stink and paint bombs. Media reported about protests in the United States, Canada, Italy, Spain, Germany, and Greece. In Brazil, the showing of the film was banned from the beginning. In Rome, the manager of a cinema was beaten up. Pope John Paul II is alleged to have screened the film in private to form a judgment. Afterwards, he ultimately condemned it, gave his blessing to the protesters, and called for prayers against the desecration of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Godard reacted partially to the pressure from the Vatican and wanted the film to be taken out of Italian distribution.21

3.12 The Last Temptation of Christ (1988)
Protests on an international scale occurred also in connection with Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ. The film follows Nikos Kazantzakis’ novel of the same name, which had already caused a storm of indignation in the nineteen-fifties. The book and the film portray the life of Jesus Christ as a loving and suffering human being with all its doubts, desires, and anxieties. A dream sequence shows sexual intercourse between Jesus and Mary Magdalene. For many believers, this was then all too human—and led to huge protests around the globe. In front of the MCA headquarters, the film’s production company, around 600 people gathered to protest and to perform a symbolic crucifixion that portrayed MCA Chairman Lew Wasserman nailing Jesus to the cross. In Paris, an integralist group carried out an arson attack on a theatre that screened the film. Various countries had specific scenes censored. In Chile, the film was banned altogether. A decision though, which was later overturned by the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. Scorsese reported that he received several death threats. On the other hand, progressive theologians praised the film and its portrayal of Jesus as an innovative account, that emphasised his human nature.22

3.13 Fire (1996)
With Fire, the first of her Elements Trilogy, Deepa Mehta sparked uproar among traditionalist Hindus. The film follows two women in contemporary India who live under the same roof as sisters-in-law. Both are neglected by their husbands. The two become close, fall in love, and secretly become a couple. The portrayal of lesbian love in cinema was one point of contention. Another was Mehta’s general criticism of patriarchalism in India. A third was that Mehta interwove the tale of the two women in love with narratives and themes of Hindu myths. Parallels to the divine love epic Ramayana, for example, or the name of the two women—Sita and Radha—as references to two main goddesses, who can also be read as two differing principles of womanhood. Opposition to the film was first formulated by local religious-political groups but was soon taken up by politicians of the major Hindu national parties Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and Shiv Sena. In Mumbai, a group of 200 supporters of Shiv Sena stormed and vandalised a cinema. Instead of condemning the attacks, Manohar Joshi, a Shiv Sena politician and Chief Minister of Maharashtra—the state to which Mumbai belongs—praised the attackers. Cinema visitors were chased away with sticks. Fires were set in cinema auditoriums. In other places, cinema staff and the audience defended themselves -and the screening- against the perpetrators. The violent confrontations gave rise to national media debates. Political protests and counterprotests were organised. In several states, the film was censored temporarily. Court cases and political debates continued. After three years, Fire was finally re-released without cuts by the Indian Censor Board. Authorities ensured its screening without hindrance.23

3.14 Dogma (1999)
Kevin Smith’s Dogma attracted criticism, even before pre-production began. The film parodies the dogmatic teachings of the Roman Catholic church and rearranges Christian themes in a bricolage with references to mythological and pop-cultural topics, often in a ridiculing manner. For example, when he introduces the Golgathan, a hell demon created from the excrements of criminals crucified on Golgotha. Theologically more substantial, it asks about the nature of God, divine intervention on Earth, and theodicy. When a script found its way into public circulation, a remarkable process was set in motion. For the Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights, an American organisation founded in 1973 to protect Catholics from defamation and discrimination, the content of the leaked screenplay was reason enough to seek the prevention of the film’s production. With boycott threats, manifestations, and masses of protest letters, the Catholic League and its supporters built up pressure on the original production company Miramax and its owner, the Disney Company. Whereupon Disney withdrew from the production. Ultimately, the film was realised with other financial resources and a veritable star cast. Together with other organisations, the Catholic League continued to campaign against the film. In several cities, small protest groups gathered in front of cinemas that screened Dogma. Individual threats and pressure attempts were directed at the director and cast, who reported death threats. However, mass protests did not materialise. In the United States of the late nineteen-nineties, a heterodox reading of the scriptures was no longer able to attract masses of believers into the streets—as had been the case eleven years earlier with The Last Temptation of Christ. Disney’s withdrawal, though, shows what kind of pressure a religious lay organisation was still able to develop.24

3.15 Water (2005)
With Water, Deepa Mehta attracted the wrath of Indian traditionalists—nine years after Fire—for the second time. Again, she raised e issues of patriarchalism and discrimination against women, this time set in India of the late nineteen-thirties. The film explores the lives of several widows at an ashram in Varanasi. It criticises the treatment of widows in the Hindu culture of the time, the caste system, forced prostitution, and child marriages. Mehta intended to shoot the film in Varanasi. A day before filming should start, the crew was informed that problems with the filming permit existed. This was presumably to prevent the film crew from visiting the set. According to media reports, over 2000 protesters stormed the film set, burnt it down, and threw the remains into the Ganges. Religious and political organisations affiliated with the RSS Hindutva Movement and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)—the party that a year earlier formed the government—called for the attacks. As a result, the filming in Varanasi was cancelled. The riots succeeded in preventing the film about women’s rights and the Indian caste system for the time being. Five years later, the work was completed unnoticed in Sri Lanka—under the cover of the false title River Moon—and was afterwards nominated for an Oscar.25

3.16 Inxeba (2017)
With Inxeba (The Wound), John Trengove created a film in Xhosa language that received international acclaim—and triggered a multi-layered polemic in South Africa. The plot revolves around the conflict-ridden relationships between three queer men in an initiation camp in the mountains of the Eastern Cape. It scrutinises the supposed dualism between tradition and modernity. And it emphasises the fluid boundaries of—however imagined—masculinity. The film’s South African premiere was accompanied by numerous protests and acts of vandalism, which led cinemas to cancel further screenings. Calls for a general ban on the film were raised. Threats were uttered against the director, actors, crew members, and cinema workers. They aimed to prevent homoerotic love and homosexual acts from being addressed publicly in cinemas. To a certain extent, this reaction was part of the film team’s intention. It was their declared aim to challenge the hegemonic notion of heteronormative society and heterosexual masculinity. What seems to have excited people the most is that it shows homosexual love and sex between men in a ritual situation. Within the discourse of the time, director John Trengove was accused of cultural appropriation. Critics accused him that he, as a white man, had no right to direct a film about Xhosa rituals, and certainly not such a film. Other Xhosa, including his cast, supported Trengove’s film and praised it as an important contribution to Xhosa culture and an opportunity to discuss traditional rituals in modern South African culture.26


4 Religious Furore
The films presented here are not intended to be a comprehensive list of scandalised films with a religious theme. Nor is this the place for an in-depth analysis of all the facets of their scandalisation. Nevertheless, the list may serve as a starting point for tracking specific films and their scandals. And it shows the broad range of films that have provoked religious furore. They span over a century, covering various regions and cinematic genres, feature different approaches to religion, and upset a multitude of associations from diverging religions and denominations. In contrast to scandalisation processes sparked by other scandal moments, the escalation spirals of protests towards religion-related films stand out. The sheer mass of demonstrators, the forms of the protests, and their consequences, whether in terms of law or in acts of violence, are unprecedented.
Indeed, religion can be seen as a field with a large potential for scandalisation. In his influential definition of religion, Clifford Geertz described religion as a “system of symbols, which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”27 According to Geertz, religion conveys factuality and does so through emotional forms. If the conceptions embodied in their religion are questioned, converted, criticised, or parodied through films, believers (living in a system of symbols clothed with an aura of factuality) hence may react in an emotional manner (interrelated with the powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations they live in).
In a similar sense, Christoph Baumgartner argues—based on Harry Frankfurt’s theory of caring—that a person who cares about something identifies himself/herself with what he/she cares about and becomes deeply entangled with what he/she holds dear that he/she may feel compelled to react when he/she experiences it as an attack. In a liberal and pluralistic society, characterised by the presence of a diversity of religious and non-religious traditions, individuals acquire and grow into different “objects of caring.” Moreover, they are stimulated to express themselves in public. This, however—argues Baumgartner—results almost inevitably in others’ taking offence at someone’s statements—be they articulated in verbal, material, pictorial, or other forms—because people not only disagree about what is of value in their lives, including matters of religion; they also disagree about, and are imbued with, rivalling practices of engaging with what they do or do not care about.28
The emotional level of religious furore and the competition of differing religious concepts and worldviews are also emphasised by Birgit Meyer. She conceptualises religion as a practice of mediation and employs it “as a generalizing concept through which certain practices, ideas, and things—with regard to the mediation of a sense of a ‘beyond’—can be grouped and compared.”29 Similar to Geertz—at least in this aspect—she points out, that the practice of mediation between the immanent and transcendent, renders the latter real and tangible in the former for those engaging in the practice of mediation.30 Mediation is communicated through authorised media and sensational forms. The processes of authorisation in turn underlie a through-and-through natural order. Authorisation is the result of discourses based on power. Meyer proposes the framework of religion as mediation—inter alia—to “study clashes between different religious groups as clashes over the legitimate use and effects of particular material sensational forms that are authorised in one tradition and dismissed in another.”31 A focus on sensational forms offers, as Meyer writes, a productive starting point for the study of conflicts within and between religious traditions, as well as between religious and secular stances, and religious transformations through time.32

5 Scandalisation as Mediation
Scandal theories in media studies point out that scandalisation is always mediated through mass media. This applies, without a doubt, to the cinematic scandals outlined before. Films need publicity and media reception to be scandalised. Various films had the potential to cause conflict but did not trigger any debate due to a lack of publicity. This applies—albeit with remarkable exceptions—to films that can be attributed to genres that do not correspond to the framing of mass media. The logic of the mass media favours what fits the already framed. Films of famous directors, films with a celebrity cast, or those that tie in with already existing debates receive media attention. This can be well illustrated by the examples of Salomé, L’âge d’Or, Teorema, The Message, Monty Python’s Life of Brian, Je vous salue, Marie, The Last Temptation of Christ, Fire, Dogma, and Water.
What scandal theories within media studies take barely into account, however, are the mediality of the scandalised object itself and the medial forms of protests within the scandalisation processes in a broader sense. Unless the protest creates iconic images and events, which in turn can be communicated through mass media. But this is precisely where the great appeal of the examples presented lies. Film in itself is a multi-layered medium. Film in the sphere of religion is treated in relation to inherited ways of narration, illustration, and sound; these in turn are topics of canonisation and taboos. They correspond to what Meyer calls sensational forms.
Film quickly became an incredibly popular medium—and has remained so. Since the dawn of cinema, faith communities have responded to movies, not only in a hostile but also in the most prolific ways, with their own film reviews, festivals, and productions. At the same time, religious organisations used their influence throughout history when the film industry violated religious norms and values.33
As a medium of mediation film transformed the sensational regimes of religious traditions over time—and still challenges them. Furthermore, film—or the film industry—may be interpreted as a representative of something else. The arson attack on the Rex Cinema in Abadan in 1978, which killed more than 400 moviegoers, serves as a tragic example. The sympathisers of Ruhollah Khomeini did not take offence all too much at the content of the film shown—Masoud Kimiai’s Gavaznha or The Deer. Instead, they targeted the cinema as a symbol and product of what they perceived as Western-style capitalist cultural imperialism.34 A critique that was also formulated in connection with The Message. In this case, Wahabi scholars argued that the medium of film per se contradicted Muslim values.
On the other hand, the protests against films and cinema, performed through religious agents, reveal particular and distinct sensational forms. Atonement processions in connection with Das Gespenst, disturbing cinema screening with the singing of church hymns and loud praying for Je vous salue, Marie in the auditorium, protest rallies against The Last Temptation of Christ with pretended crucifixions, chanting and Rosary praying in front of cinemas that showed Dogma or Monty Python’s Life of Brian transform expressions of religious ritual into acts of protest. Whereas the protests themselves—vice versa—can be regarded as religious acts. Threats to filmmakers, the destruction of film sets, arson attacks on cinemas, and hostage-taking can also be considered forms of communication and mediation. While these are not bound to the realm of religions, it is notable that religion-related processes of scandalisation in particular attract violent actions. The events around L’âge d’Or, The Message, Je vous salue, Marie, Fire, Water, and Inxeba bear witness to this.

6 The Politics of Scandalisation
It seems plausible to regard the investment of religious agents as scandalisers in cinematic scandals in relation to a perceived insult of religious sentiments. Another approach—whereby the two are not essentially preclusive to each other—asks: Who benefits from scandalisation?
Scandalisation processes and the associated media presence serve as ideal instruments in the struggle over interpretative dominance in socio-political debates. Within the own camp, scandalisation can also operate as a factor of mobilisation. In various countries, protests against films led to the formation of politico-religious organisations that dedicated themselves to the political and legal opposition against films, that they conceived as indecent, or that already existing organisations and parties made this struggle part of their activities.
The above-described processes of scandalisation express discourses on religion in a plural society, yet they are initiated, expanded, and maintained by individual agents. In the cases of L’âge d’Or, Teorema, The Devils, Das Gespenst, or Je vous salue, Marie, clerics of the Roman Catholic church intervened as scandalisers. In this, they were supported by organisations and political parties from the Catholic milieu—for example the CSU and the Catholic Boy Scouts in the case of Das Gespenst. The Devils, Monty Python’s Life of Brian or The Last Temptation of Christ in addition attracted the protest of Anglican, Lutheran, Evangelical, and Greek-Orthodox church officials. Prior to the production of The Message, religious scholars debated the film, the royal house of Saudi Arabia intervened with the royal house of Morocco on a diplomatic level, the Libyan revolutionary leader Muammar al-Gaddafi in turn supported the production. An American Muslim extremist political splinter group ultimately caused a lethal escalation of the polemic. The attacks against the two Deepa Mehta films Fire and Water were ignited to a large extent by functionaries of the religious-nationalist parties Shiv Sena and BJP. A broad alliance of South African churches and the Eastern Cape House of Traditional Leaders advocated for a ban on Inxeba.
These already existing entitites were joined by organisations founded explicitly to combat blasphemy and filth—each subject to their own perspective—in television and cinema. The National Legion of Decency and the Catholic League in the United States, the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association and the Festival of Light in the United Kingdom, the Aktion Saubere Leinwand in Germany or Pro Veritate in Switzerland developed into powerful lobby organisations that decisively shaped the public discourse on film and television in the twentieth century. The leaders of these organisations knew how to play the process of scandalisation to generate media coverage. With its members, they had at their disposal a large reservoir of volunteers who could be mobilised to write masses of protest letters to government agencies, politicians, and public media; or to join demonstrations and processions within a short time.
The established religious leaders and politicians and the emerged cultural-political campaigners share a common denominator: Through their commitment, they present themselves as guardians and defenders of the (respective) true faith. This in turn acts—intended or not—as a political mobilisation factor. Believers who feel offended in their religious sentiments due to a particular film may form an emotional attachment to political agents who oppose that film. The process of scandalisation and the associated media presence generate—in the categories of Pierre Bourdieu—social, symbolic, cultural, and sometimes even economic capital.35 These forms of capital in turn are used to increase political power—and to influence popular culture according to their own moral concepts.
Once the new politico-religious campaigners accumulated influence and political power, they were able to exert pressure on production companies or authorities even in the pre-production stage to prevent specific films from being approved or to influence them in their own sense. The influence on the Disney Company in the case of Dogma is an example of an approach based on economic pressure. Looking at the example of The Devils, James Robertson traced the rather clandestine mechanisms in the exertion of influence on authorities. He shows how the British Board of Film Censor responded to Christian-conservative pressure groups such as the Festival of Light Movement and the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association, which resulted in the request for a new cut.36 Visible to the public and of particular significance, in contrast, was the so-called Production Code—or Hays Code—in the United States. It was introduced under pressure from organisations like the National League of Decency in the nineteen-thirties as a system of voluntary self-regulation among production companies. With the production code, the film companies agreed, after initial hesitation, to refrain from the portrayal of selected subjects, such as profanity, swearing, ridicule of the clergy, wilful offence to creed, lustful kissing, nudity, or sexual pleasure.37 This was entirely in line with the intentions of Pope Pius XI and his above-mentioned encyclical Divini illius Magistri of 1929. Five years later, he dedicated another encyclical to the dangers of popular culture and mass media. In Vigilanti Cura of 1934, he explicitly referred to the League of Decency and praised its campaign work as a role model for other nations.38 Endowed with papal blessing, analogous organisations accumulated, at least in Roman Catholic regions, additional political power.

7 Conclusion
Processes of scandalisation promote social and cultural differentiation. Within these, different social groups negotiate differing worldviews. Movies that deal with religious motifs in a controversial manner—or in a manner that is perceived as such—tend to provoke uproar to a particular extent. Political agents who understand how to leverage such an uproar may capitalise on the process of scandalisation. Such agency, however, does not have to be based on a mere rationale of power accumulation. Affective, value-rational and instrumental-rational forms of social action may coincide and interact with each other. This applies especially to religious-politically legitimised action.
During the twentieth century, religious policy organisations devoted to the struggle against blasphemy and filth emerged in several countries. Apart from Roman Catholic campaign organisations in the United States, these groups remain under-researched.39 This offers considerable potential for exploring the varied and multifaceted connections between religion, politics, and popular culture. This applies in relation to the individual actors and their networks who engaged in the scandalisation of movies and the cinema, the nature of the religious-political concepts they advocated, their anti-chambering in the clandestine sphere, and the diverse forms of protests in the public space. Following Birgit Meyer’s concept of religion as mediation, an investigation of scandalisation processes as processes of mediation seems to be a fruitful perspective for future research. The movies listed above may provide a basis for such an endeavour.40
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Abstract
There is a long history of scholarship in religion and film. One of the omissions of such studies is related to “others” of religion, particularly atheism. Most handbooks on religion and film do not deal substantially with atheism, but this chapter examines how atheism and atheists are represented in (primarily American) films. This is important, because our “common sense” understanding of atheism and attitudes towards atheists are partly conducted by fictional images and narratives we encounter. Such a topic also provides material for rethinking the mediatization of religion more generally. The investigation demonstrates that representations of atheism and atheists have become more common in recent films and they have become more positive. However, even somewhat positive representations contain several stereotypes. While atheists are not “pathologized”, they are represented as different from the rest of the population. In other words, an ideal or typical citizen is still moderately religious in mainstream (American) cinema. Thus, this study challenges the idea that mediatization favours atheism.
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1 Introduction: Atheism and Film Scholarship
There is a long history of scholarship in religion and film. One of the omissions of such studies is related to “others” of religion, particularly atheism and nonreligion. Most handbooks on religion and film do not deal substantially with atheism. In several key textbooks atheism is mentioned but not highlighted.1 Mitchell and Plate’s edited reader has some references2 and Miles pays attention to criticism of religion while not addressing atheism as such.3
A possible counterargument against the inclusion of atheism and atheists in the field of religion and film is that atheism is not a religion. If the field focuses on religion, anything that is not religion can be left outside. This argument is valid if one thinks that there is a clearly identifiable phenomenon one could call religion and that atheism is not directly related to it or relevant to its constitution. However, another option is to argue, as I would, that religion and atheism are co-constituted as a discursive field in close relation to each other (although logically the opposite of religion is nonreligion, the opposite of religious is “religiously none” and the opposite of atheism is theism). There is no socially significant discourse on religion without atheism, and vice versa. That is why the lack of studies on atheism in the field of religion and film is unfortunate. This is one of the few attempts to address atheism and atheists in film by focusing on cinematic representations and discourses, rather than the directors. Studying atheism in films can focus on directors, reception, or the film itself (narrative, story, script, characters, and so on). This examination emphasizes the content and especially key characters, but it is still useful to point out if, say, the director or the audience has contributed to the “atheistic” dimension of the film through their comments. However, the focus is not on directors. As others have pointed out, there are several self-identified atheistic directors, such as David Cronenberg, Pier Paolo Pasolini, and Dziga Vertov. Their works have been addressed in studies focusing on atheism and film.4 Some of them reflect a sympathetic approach to religion by atheists, as in the case of Pasolini’s The Gospel According to St. Matthew (Il Vangelo secondo Matteo, 1964), while others are more critical of religion (e.g., Vertov). More importantly, their works do not, for the most part, contain representations of atheism. The chosen focus also offers guidelines for identifying “atheism” and “atheists” in films: if key characters are labeled as atheists by themselves or others, or if they state that they do not believe in God, then the inclusion is clear. In other cases, the inclusion can be challenged, but I clarify later in this chapter how the data selection has been made.
But why is it important to study these materials in the first place? My brief answer is two-pronged. First of all, widely spread mediated representations contribute to the production of subjects. Our “common sense” understanding of atheism and (both clearly articulated and libidinal) attitudes towards atheists are partly conducted by fictional images and narratives we encounter, not just by our encounters with atheist human beings.5 If our encounters with atheists are rare, the importance of the media, whether fictional or not, is even more obvious. Negative or stereotypical representations contribute to a persistent prejudice against atheists, although there is no need to assume any direct causal mechanism between representations and attitudes.6 This leads to the second answer. The mediatization theory of religion suggests that the increasing power of the (secular) media leads to diminishing religious authority and thus fosters secularization.7 The theory has been debated, tested, and evaluated in different ways, but mostly by looking at religion. If the representations of atheists and atheism are not positive or supportive, it can be argued that the relation between mediatization and religion is more complex than previously assumed.8
The chapter proceeds by highlighting three important overviews of atheism and film, thus suggesting that there are only a few previous studies on the topic. Then I will briefly clarify the data selection and explain how the films were chosen for this examination (or left out). After that the chapter moves to a more detailed examination of cinematic representations, starting with older films and then moving to the more contemporary period (the 1990s onwards). After that, a short comparison to existing scholarship on atheism in (mostly American) television series will be made. By way of conclusion, a list of seven key traits that characterize the representations of atheism and atheists will be provided.

2 Three Key Readings on Atheism and Film
There are three key introductory texts worth mentioning here. First is Nina Power’s “Film” which outlines some formal resonances between atheism and cinema. She notes, correctly, that “surprisingly little has been written about the relationship between atheism and film at the formal or conceptual level.”9 She introduces the views of theorists who have suggested that cinema “helps destroy both the form and content of religious life and at the same time, inherits the mantle as the practice of everyday life.”10 While similar views are familiar among the scholars who search for modern functional equivalents that could replace religion (work, consumerism, media, capitalism, nationalism, and so on), this line of thinking does not pay much attention to the possibility of films supporting or enlivening religion through insightful and emotional narratives and images. She also notes the parodic and religion-mocking elements some films have and picks up Dziga Vertov as an example of a film-maker whose films disseminated communist ideas and critique of religion (the Orthodox Church, in particular) in the Soviet Union. The chapter does not introduce films that include atheist protagonists.
Second is William L. Blizek’s “Using Movies to Critique Religion.”11 Not unlike Power’s chapter, it focuses on films critical of religion rather than films with atheist lead characters. Rather than providing us reasons to identify a serious lack of scholarship, this should be read as a clue about the nature of films: movies include criticism of religion much more than representations of atheists. Blizek rightly notes that criticism does not always mean that films offer a negative interpretation of religion. Quite often criticism selects institutions or people who misuse power in order to release the positive potential of individuals’ true and authentic faith and relation to God.
Third is Christopher R. Bartnett’s “Film and Television.”12 This is quite a relevant overview of the topic as it pays attention to how atheism and nonreligion are (or are not) represented in films and television series. It is also the latest of the three introductions. In addition to providing short analyses of some of the same films I shall highlight here, I share Barnett’s views on how problematic the term “atheist movie” can be and how the representation has changed recently.

3 A Note on Data Selection
The data is selected primarily on the basis of the existing lists about atheism in films. These lists are detailed in the next section. This means that the selection is not purely subjective. Some films not included in the lists will be mentioned, but the more detailed discussion focuses only on the listed films. A vast majority of them are American, but they have been distributed worldwide. It would be possible to select communist productions from the Soviet Union and other countries, or Arab cinema, for instance, but I have not targeted them, partly due to practical reasons concerning the accessibility and manageability of the material, which makes it clear that the material is focused on Anglo-American productions.
This chapter does not focus on films that simply criticize religion or have an implicit antireligious message. For instance, religion-related controversies films may have prompted are not enough to be included here; films have to be more explicit about representing atheism or atheists, be it in the theme or characters. The selection includes fictional drama films and excludes documentary films, primarily because they are a very different type of material and I have written about atheistic documentaries elsewhere.13
Television drama series are given less attention. Again, this is partly a question of the manageability of the material, but it can also be argued that fictional films and television series are different enough: in television series, viewers should be able to identify with the central characters if they are going to follow them on a regular basis.14 Films that last a bit more than 90 minutes on average do not require similar identification. Therefore, films have more room for dealing with unlikeable and controversial lead characters, and this may have some implications on how atheists are represented. However, I dedicate one section to comparing and contrasting my findings to selected American and British television series in order to better understand cinematic representations.

4 Atheistic Themes, Atheistic Protagonists
One of the best ways to survey the topic is to start with Wikipedia’s listing of films with atheism-related themes.15 This list named 51 films in 2021 when I started to study them, including some documentaries and some films whose relation to atheism is quite distant. However, the list also contains films whose protagonists’ atheist identity is underlined. A more narrow but carefully curated list of the top twenty “atheist-friendly” movies can be found on the Reel Rundown website.16 In each case, the article published in 2020 explains what the selected film has to do with atheism. The list contains some “classics” which have annoyed many believers or are otherwise widely discussed. The obvious examples are Monty Python’s Life of Brian (1979), a film about a peasant named Brian who is continuously mistaken as the Messiah; Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1957) which tells a story of a medieval knight who wonders about the existence of God during the Black Plague; Planet of the Apes (1968) which plays with the contrast between religious beliefs and science when evidence of evolution is not taken seriously; and 2001 A Space Odyssey (1968), Stanley Kubrick’s science fiction film which explores mysteries of the universe from four million years BC to the future.
While these films contain viewpoints that are easily interpreted as critical of religious beliefs or at least raise doubts about religious truths, they do not address atheism as such or contain figures that would identify as atheists. In some cases, even the criticism of religion is not clear. This is also understood by the author of the list who states with regard to the 2001 Space Odyssey that “I was hesitant about adding it to the list.”
The list of 10 best atheist movies of all time, published on the Taste of Cinema website in 2017, has a lot of overlap,17 but it also includes The Master (2012, dir. Paul Thomas Anderson), a film inspired by Scientology founder L. Ron Hubbard. The film suggests that the belief system of “The Cause” is based on its leader’s imagination. Even if it can be interpreted as including criticism of Scientology, it is not explicitly an atheistic film. Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), based on Nikos Kazantzákis’s novel from 1951, is similar in one respect. It caused controversy at the time of its release. Especially religiously oriented people considered it blasphemous. Some called for a boycott and in France Christian groups attacked some cinemas that showed the movie. The movie, however, does not highlight an explicit atheistic point of view. It depicts Jesus as a human being, in a manner that may be offensive for some believers, but it is also highly appreciated by many.
There are many other movies that are critical of religion, often dealing with hypocritical pastors, the church as an oppressive institution, and doubts about God’s morality. The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928, dir. Carl Theodor Dreyer) is a classic example of a film that represents the Catholic Church and its priests as a power-mad collective that crushes the individual. In God on Trial (2008, dir. Andy De Emmony) Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz question whether God can be moral and whether God has broken his covenant with the Jewish people by allowing genocide. There are also films that portray religion critically, but paint the criticism as a route to a new, more positive interpretation of religion. Some of such examples in the Catholic context are The Mission (1986, dir. Roland Joffé), Romero (1989, dir. John Duigan), and Priest (1994, dir. Antonia Bird).18
While movies like these can be interpreted as examples of films with criticism of religion and/or atheistic themes, I will highlight films in which atheism is more explicit. That is because doubts concerning God and criticism of priests and religious institutions are often done by religious people too; they do not automatically say much about atheism or atheists.

5 Converting and Insensitive Atheists
There are not a great deal of films in which key characters identify as atheists. Most examples are to be found from the late twentieth century onwards. There are, however, some older movies with atheistic characters. One example is Cecil B. DeMille’s The Godless Girl (1928).
The Godless Girl is a silent film written by two women, Beulah Marie Dix and Jeanie MacPherson. It depicts a romance between two teenagers, an atheist (Judy) and a Christian (Bob) (“intolerance versus intolerance”, as the film puts it), in the juvenile prison. The film is exceptional in putting atheism at the center. The opening statement suggests that “Atheist Societies” use “the schools of the country as their battle-ground—attacking […] the beliefs that are sacred to most of the people” and calls them fanatics. A school-girl delivers leaflets about the Godless Society that is about to have a meeting. The teacher is furious after seeing the leaflet, but the Christian student Bob, who is also president of the student-body, suggests that adults are not needed to handle this. The Christian organization decides to disturb the meeting of “Godless babies” by throwing eggs, so at least atheists are not depicted as the ones who started the fight. During the fight, a girl falls from the stairs, is badly injured, and is about to die. When lying on the ground she asks Judy to tell her that atheism is wrong and there is something more. Judy cannot find words to console the dying person, after which the police officer confirms that there is nothing to be scared of—that God is waiting to take her in his arms.
As a consequence of the riot, the two leaders are sent to a juvenile prison. In prison Judy calls the Bible popular fiction after her female friend quotes a line about loving one another, suggesting that their “sour Matron” ought to internalize the advice. Judy then throws the Bible on the floor. The Matron arrives and when Judy’s friend tries to take the blame, Judy proclaims: “No salvation-hunter can take my blame! I threw it there – on purpose!” Then the friend gets punished because she lied. Here an atheist is portrayed as an uncompromising figure. Despite the gender division in the prison, Bob and Judy see each other every now and then. They escape the prison and fall in love, but soon are sent back to prison after being found by the guards. Fire outbreaks in prison and they rescue the cruel head guard who sets them free.
The film does not conceptualize belief as a superior position as such—both “belief” and “blasphemy” end up in the garbage section as Bob and Judy are removed there because of their behavior in prison, and Judy’s believing friend notices that in prison prayers they are praying to the gong, not God. However, “belief” is a position Judy comes to understand and apply to herself. When Judy and Bob escape the prison, Judy enjoys a peaceful moment in nature and says: “When you look at all this – it’s easy to believe Someone is running things!” Later on, when Judy is back in prison, locked up in a cell when a fire breaks on the girls’ side, she says to herself: “I thought I was the whole thing – but now I’m up against it – and I need You!” She’s saved by Bob or, allegorically, by the Lord. Bob even prays to God not to let the escaping chief guard get through the gate, because he has the key to Judy’s cell, and God intervenes through electric shock. The film ends with Judy’s comment to Bob, when their car rides away from the prison: “Don’t be bitter, Bob! After all, it did teach us to believe—and let believe!”
The film represents atheists first as unbending and intolerant people, who have no means to comfort a dying human being, and who then turn to God at a difficult moment in their lives and learn to appreciate belief. The viewer may have a lot of sympathy for the young atheist girl who falls in love with a young Christian man because the real villains in the film are the adults who treat them horribly, but atheism in itself is portrayed negatively.
Another example of a significant and somewhat negative representation of atheism is to be found in Stanley Kramer’s Inherit the Wind (1960), inspired by the famous Scopes Monkey Trial of 1925. The Scopes Monkey Trial in Daytona judged whether John Scopes was guilty of teaching evolution in school. It was obvious that he had taught evolution and the trial was more of a media event that people followed with the help of radio and telegraph. In the popular imagination, the trial was about atheism and science (evolution) vs. religion (creationism). The popular imagination is partly correct, but the situation was more complex. During the trial, evolution was described as anti-Christian and atheistic, but most of the defense team considered evolution and Christianity compatible. For that reason, the trial was more about competing interpretations of Christianity—some kind of theistic evolution vs. creationism—than about atheism.19
Inherit the Wind is based on this historical event and it highlights the interpretation according to which the case was really about the conflict between science and religion. In doing so, it favors a moderate position between religion and atheism. It describes religious people as simpletons and defenders of evolution as ordinary, sensible people, but the key character, attorney Henry Drummond (played by Spencer Tracy), can be classified as a moderate secularist, who is not against all religiosity. He sees the world as a meaningful and loving place and finds possibilities for the co-existence of religion and science. This view is contrasted with more cynical atheistic journalist, E. K. Hornbeck (Gene Kelly), patterned after newspaperman H. L. Mencken who covered the trial without hiding his contempt for the creationists. The contrast is particularly clear in the dialogue between the two in the closing scene, where the newspaperman is surprised to hear Drummond quoting the Bible. Hornbeck states: “Well, we’re growing an odd crop of agnostics this year”, whereas Drummond accuses him of being a heartless cynic, “a ghost pointing an empty sleeve”, “smirking at everything that people feel, want or struggle for.” Hornbeck’s insensitivity and aggressivity are underlined when he accuses Drummond of being a hypocrite and fraud, an atheist who believes in God, simply because Drummond expresses sympathies for the believers and their aspirations. In the end, Hornbeck seems to realize that Drummond is correct and that Hornbeck will be left alone with his “meaninglessness” if he does not learn to appreciate other people’s efforts to make sense of the life they live (whether correct or not). Furthermore, the character patterned after John Scopes, Bertram T. Cates (played by Dick York), is depicted as a moderate Christian, who “recognizes a divine element in creation without discounting scientific advances.”20 He is also contrasted with city-dweller Hornbeck who does not see any “tree of knowledge” growing in the small Southern town. Overall, Hornbeck’s opinionated atheistic character is in contrast with both Drummond and Cates, who are fighting against extreme views; Hornbeck’s cynical atheism represents a deplorable position the film warns against.
Despite Inherit the Wind being an important film from the atheists’ point of view, the attorney hero of the film does not represent atheism or atheists as such. Although creationists are on one side of the conflict, the other side does not consist of explicit atheists. Atheists can read the film as being about them and supportive of their views, but atheism is represented as a cynical and cold position and contrasted with the understanding and empathy embodied in Drummond. Although the film is considered a thinly veiled critique of McCarthyism and the persecution of communists in 1950s America, “the explicit religiosity of the story cannot be ignored.”21

6 Contemporary Cinematic Atheists and Unbelievers
The representations have changed somewhat and become more common in American cinema in the past 25 years. The following examples from the late 1990s onwards show how the representations are more positive but still overall ambivalent. In addition to emphasising contemporary films mentioned in the three lists, the selection is based on how obvious the atheistic themes are, thus highlighting films that contain atheists (characters who identify as such or characters who state that they do not believe in God) and/or films in which atheism is clearly a relevant theme.22
American science fiction drama Contact (1997, dir. Robert Zemeckis) is based on Carl Sagan’s 1985 novel. Its main protagonist is a sympathetic character whose atheism has a role in the plot. Dr. Eleanor Arroway (played by Jodie Foster) is a scientist who searches for evidence of extraterrestrial life. When her research group finds such evidence and deciphers the message humans receive from the far-away planet Vega, one person chosen by a committee named by the government will be sent to the planet to represent the human species. Initially, Arroway is a strong candidate, but because in an interview she claims not to believe in God (she never identifies as an atheist in the film), the panel selects her rival. The film indicates that a nonbeliever is a deviant, someone who cannot speak for humankind.
In preparation to the space trip, a religious terrorist enacts suicide bombing, destroying the machine built for this purpose and killing the selected candidate. But when it turns out that another similar machine has been built in secret, Arroway gets her chance to visit planet Vega. After she returns from Vega, there is little or no evidence of her actually having visited the planet. When the case is investigated by the Congressional Committee, she has to admit that her testimony is based on faith. In the end, the film hints that there is some evidence of the visit—the recording device shows a recording of 18 hours, indicating that Arroway and the machine were somewhere, although it looked like they never went anywhere.
The film plays with the idea of something being based on faith. Therefore, it is not a film that denigrates religion and faith as such, although it paints a bleak picture of Christian fundamentalism. However, Arroway, as a nonbeliever and scientist, falls in love with a theologian and Christian philosopher (who sort of betrays her love by asking the religion-question that makes the panel choose the other candidate). The relationship, which turns out affectionate after the break in the middle of the film, is a symbol of the more general relation between science and moderate religion, suggesting that there is a possibility to find a common ground. This reflects what Carl Sagan instructed throughout his career. In this sense, Contact is not a movie about the total superiority of atheism—the word is not even mentioned in the film—but it provides a sympathetic representation of a science-relying nonbeliever. The main enemy is not a theologian who searches for truth like the scientist. The enemies can be grouped into three categories. First, those who try to make science primarily instrumental (i.e., profitable and practical). This is the position represented by the candidate who was chosen for the space trip in the first instance. Second, Christian fundamentalists who are ready to kill for their faith. Third, the politicians who do not value the position of a nonbeliever. As is typical for the contemporary Anglophone atheistic discourse, this film too connects atheism with the natural sciences. Part of that discourse is that the universe is conceptualized as a beautiful, rather than a meaningless place. This is underlined in a scene where Arroway is on planet Vega. She looks around and says “So beautiful. They should have sent a poet.” Juxtaposing nature and poetry is a typical trope with which the natural world is aestheticized and loaded with meaning as opposed to the claims that without meaning provided by religion life and the universe would be cold, immoral, and purposeless.
Science is emphasized also in the biographical drama film Creation (2009), directed by Jon Amiel. It is a psychologized interpretation of Charles Darwin, who is only able to finish his manuscript on the origin of species after accepting emotionally the loss of his daughter Annie (and, consequently, his loss of Christian faith) and, thus, resolving the tension between his scientific views that might be detrimental to Christianity and his believing wife Emma. Science is less prominent in The Most Hated Woman in America (2017, dir. Tommy O’Haver), a biographical drama film about the founder of American Atheists, Madalyn Murray O’Hair (1919–1995). This film focuses on self-identifying atheists, but it is not on the top twenty list. The reason can only be guessed at, but one possibility is that its way of describing one infamous atheist is not very “atheist-friendly.” It tells the story of O’Hair’s extraordinary life. The film runs through O’Hair’s achievements, highlighting the prejudice, harassment, hate speech, and death threats atheist activists have encountered. At the same time, it depicts O’Hair as a complicated person who had difficulties in forming lasting relationships with men and a moral hypocrite who removed the assets of American Atheists to offshore accounts. The film spends a lot of time pointing out how O’Hair was so dependent on the closed ones that they had no space to live their own lives, this being underlined in the fact that her son turned alcoholic, abandoned O’Hair, later converted to Christianity, and spoke against his mother on television. Although the film is based on real-life events, it chooses to focus on the kidnapping of O’Hair, her son, and her granddaughter by a former member of American Atheists. This strange event that led to the death of the kidnapped people is perhaps useful material for a film, but it puts atheist activism in the background, thus making the whole film less flattering for atheists. While science is not underlined here, religion is understood as a rival (and wrong) knowledge-system, like in Contact and Creation, but more significant for the purposes of this survey is that the film paints a picture of a self-identifying atheist activist as an angry, stubborn and confrontational personality.
More unique in its portrayal is The Man from Earth (2007, dir. Richard Schenkman). When colleagues and friends of departing university professor John Oldman (played by David Lee Smith) decide to give him a surprise farewell party, he soon reveals that he is actually a Cro-Magnon and has lived 14,000 years. He shares information about his situation with doubting colleagues and during the discussion, religion comes up. John says that he has seen many creation myths and inventions of new gods that are “probably all hogwash”, but he also claims to have met Buddha, “the most extraordinary man” he has ever known. Later he suggests that he does not follow any known religion, but he did a long time ago like most people. When asked whether he believes in God, he says he has “no need of that hypothesis.” So far the film implies that John is an atheist and he has witnessed human evolution; therefore it is suggested that at least Christian creationists get their story wrong. Soon it turns out that he claims to be Jesus himself and tells the participants his version of the events. He says that he simply tried to teach Buddhist views in other parts of the world some 500 hundred years later. He goes on to suggest that the correct version is a message about human goodness on earth, never practiced properly and that fairytales built churches. Without spoiling the rest of the film, this is enough to point out how the film weaves atheism into the plot. If John is to be believed, the evolutionary view on the human species is pretty much correct and the creationists are wrong. Even more moderate Christians got their Jesus wrong, as he was not preaching what Christian Churches teach. John is definitely not a believer, and even his enthusiasm for Buddha is about the goodness of the person, not about the teachings that deviate from the standard naturalistic framework. In the latter part of the film, John reveals that he made it all up, but the viewer is likely to think that John is saying so in order to save others from distress, and the final events of the film suggest that too. Although it could be possible to criticize the rather stereotypical representation of the ideality of Buddha and Jesus as perfect human beings—so common in the late 1960s when the earliest version of the manuscript was written—its overall complexity, combined with a positive representation of a unique atheist, is exceptional. Still, the film underlines that an atheist is not an ordinary person.
The Ledge (2011) is an important film to mention here because its director, Matthew Chapman, advertised it as the first American pro-atheist feature film with an openly atheist hero.23 The lead character of the film is an atheist who is not afraid to mention his unbelief and confront religious views, but it is not done in order to represent atheism negatively. The name of the film refers to a ledge on which the lead character stands and contemplates suicide. The suicide would not be his own choice, but it would be a means to save someone else from being killed by a deeply Christian person. The film that flopped critically and commercially paints the unbeliever as some kind of hero, who is unafraid to speak against religion and who wants to “liberate” a woman from her (fanatic) born-again, anti-gay Christian husband and ends up paying with his own life. However, it could be argued that the most sympathetic character in the film is the black Catholic detective who struggles with his marriage while trying to convince the atheist not to jump off the ledge.
In addition to the already mentioned films, there are several examples from the twenty-first century that could be included for closer analysis. For instance, Woody Allen’s comedy of human relationships, Whatever Works (2009), has a grumpy and cynical old man who is a chess teacher and former professor of quantum mechanics. He thinks life is basically meaningless and in some respect, he can be considered a stereotypical atheist. However, the more significant message the film conveys is that it underlines the value of an urban environment for individuals to free themselves from oppressive views, including religious ones. Some characters travel to New York from conservative Mississippi and are soon transformed from anti-abortion and anti-gay Christians to open-minded liberals who actualize their inner, oppressed desires and creativity. The film insinuates that religion belongs to the close-minded rural setting more than to urban New York. It also implies that an atheistic lifestyle is better (although it never says so explicitly) and suggests that conservative and intolerant Christianity does not help people to flourish. As such, it plays with both positive and negative stereotypes of atheism, but it undeniably prefers atheism to conservative religiosity. Whatever Works is simply one among several of Allen’s films that have atheistic sentiments. For instance, Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989) appears frequently on the lists of atheist films as “it features a successful yet desperate physician named Judah, who rejects his Jewish upbringing and, after committing a murder, concludes that there are no cosmic consequences for criminality—indeed, that the universe as such is indifferent to human affairs.”24
Also from 2009 is The Invention of Lying (dir. Ricky Gervais and Matthew Robinson), a romantic comedy about a society in which only one person is capable of lying. Such a society is also atheistic, implying that religion is a lie. When Mark Bellison (played by Ricky Gervais) sees her dying mother suffering, he tells her that there is an afterlife where people meet their loved ones and get a mansion. In a world where people cannot lie, people believe everything anyone says. Thus, they believe that Mark knows about the man in the sky who has delivered a message about the afterlife. While deep down the film is a boy-meets-girl type of entertainment, its setting suggests that religion is a lie. It has some funny examples that play with stereotypes about religion and a godless society. For instance, after the news about the afterlife has spread, the newspapers run headlines such as “Finally a reason to be good”, as if the only motivation to be good is the reward in the afterlife. This is something atheists point out: that religious people are not good for the sake of it. The new knowledge about the afterlife does not, however, make people much happier or more kind in the long run, and they soon get back to their old habits. The overall approach is critical of religion in a funny and largely non-offensive manner, but the film does not celebrate atheism. Moreover, the film does not construct a coherent alternative universe—for instance, it has a concept of romantic love while forming partnerships is about perfect genetic match-up—so I find it unnecessary to stretch the analysis here, but it is perfectly understandable that at least people who are critical of religion will enjoy how religion is constructed in the film soon after lying has been invented. It is telling that Gervais, a self-identifying atheist, anticipated that people might see the film as antireligious and tried to divert viewers from such interpretation by denying it in advance.25
The Sunset Limited (2011, dir. Tommy Lee Jones) is another twenty-first-century example of a film with an atheist protagonist. The whole work is a dialogue between an atheist (“White”) and an ex-con Christian (“Black”) who prevents the former from committing suicide. The dialogue, based on the play by Cormac McCarthy, is quite a thoughtful conversation about the meaning of life from two very different points of view. The participants discuss in Black’s house and in the end, White leaves the room. For the purposes of this chapter, I am not that interested in the deep and substantial issues but in the surface image of White as a depressing and suicidal but highly articulate atheist who cannot find meaning in his life. Salvation Boulevard (2011, dir. George Ratliff) from the same year is exceptional in offering a positive representation of an atheist. This may be because the character is in a coma for most of the film. In the beginning, Dr. Blaylock, an atheist, and author of The Story of My Disbelief is in a debate event with the charismatic leader of the Church of the Third Millennium. After the event, the Pastor accidentally shoots Blaylock in the head. Thinking that he died, the Pastor makes it look like a suicide. It turns out that Blaylock went into a coma. In the end, he returns to consciousness and is told to continue his crusade against religion. The satire ridicules Evangelical Christianity in too many ways to detail here; it represents atheism once again through a vocal male professor who likes to debate about what is wrong with religion.
The overall impression is that there are not that many films about atheism and atheists, but atheism has become a more prominent theme in the past two decades. It is telling that the name of the list published on the Reel Rundown website is not “atheistic movies” or “movies about atheism/atheists” but “atheist-friendly movies.”26 “Atheist-friendly” means something like “deals with themes that might be interesting from the atheist point of view in a way that is largely supportive of atheism.” Still, the examples of this overview show that films, while rarely celebrating atheism, are not always painting religion as an evident default position anymore, although explicit atheists are represented as exceptional personalities or different from the rest. In that sense, there has been a moderate change in the past couple of decades. There can be several plausible reasons for the shift, some may even be related to individuals operating in the film industry, but some more general developments are likely to play a role. The US has witnessed the rise of the nones since the 1990s and the development has accelerated in the twenty-first century.27 It is understandable that the film industry follows that trend. It does not, however, say anything about how the growing population (including atheists, agnostics, and “nothing in particular”) is portrayed. It seems that “New Atheism”, four celebrity atheists—Dawkins, Dennett, Harris, and Hitchens—in particular have managed to contribute to how atheists are perceived and represented as people who confront religious beliefs and believers while relying on the natural sciences. Their visibility and identity politics since the mid-2000s have refined public representation of atheism so that some previously visible forms have almost vanished. It is difficult to find popular American films addressing existentialist, Marxist, or Nietzschean atheism, for instance. To be fair, such forms have not been central to US cinematic productions even before the twenty-first century, but they have been prominent in atheistic discourse more generally. Moreover, the examples of atheism—how atheists address their convictions, what they argue, and so on—are similar to the style and tone of “New Atheists.”

7 Does Television Make a Difference?
So far this chapter has focused on fiction films and excluded television series. However, if we think about the representations of atheism and atheists in fictional products in general, something should be said about television, too, at least for the sake of comparison. One of the key texts is S. Elizabeth Bird’s article about the US mainstream television drama. Bird argues that successful “TV drama consistently embraces faith, and one aspect of that embrace is its rejection of faithlessness.”28 She suggests that this is related to the lived reality of audiences: when a large part of the US audience sees atheism in a negative light, successful television drama tends to reflect that situation—fully in line with a substantial study of portrayals of priests, pastors, and nuns in American television showing that series with lighthearted rather than controversial approach to the church have fared better in terms of ratings and longevity.29
Bird offers examples demonstrating how atheists are redeemed by understanding that their lack of faith is destructive. Dawson Creek’s Jen (Michelle Williams) tells her grandmother that she is an atheist, but when she is terminally ill, she tapes a farewell message to her baby daughter, hoping that she is able to believe in God, because “it just doesn’t matter if God exists or not. The important thing is for you to believe in something.”30 Bird even argues that the medical drama House M.D.’s lead character Dr. Gregory House’s (Hugh Laurie) atheism is portrayed as “a symptom of his inadequacy as a human being.”31
Do the recent rise of the nones and the increased visibility of atheism in public discourse mean that television drama has begun to address atheism more positively and frequently since Bird’s analysis? Some suggest that this is happening. It has been argued that atheistic characters have increasingly relevant roles and they are not pathologized. Examples are taken from True Detective (2014–2019), Community (2009–2015), and Orange is the New Black (2013–2019).32 Raised by Wolves (2020–) could be added to the list (the US science fiction drama, not the British sitcom). Another example would be the British comedy-drama After Life (2019–2022), written, produced, and directed by Ricky Gervais, who also plays the lead role. Tony’s (Ricky Gervais) wife has died of breast cancer and he struggles to find reasons to carry on with his life. He is a depressed, suicidal, socially inept, and argumentative atheist who does not believe in any gods or supernatural beings and likes to share views typical of contemporary “New Atheist” discourse.33 In the early stages of the series, he may appear a “pathologized” character, but he grows to be helpful and quite likable during the series while still maintaining his atheism.
It is atheists themselves who are divided on whether their portrayals are identifiable for them. In 2014, popular atheist blogger Hemant Mehta posted an image on the internet consisting of six atheist characters from television series with one word added to describe each of them. These were “robot” (Temperance Brennan, Bones), “emotionless” (Sheldon Cooper, The Big Bang Theory), “murderer” (Dexter Morgan, Dexter), “misanthrope” (Gregory House, House M. D.), “asshole” (Perry Cox, Scrubs) and “pessimist” (Britta Perry, Community). Hannah K. Scheidt’s analysis shows that although Mehta saw these figures as unlikeable, many others thought they were relatable and even likable.34 At the same, Christians are often portrayed as naïve or foolish.35 Atheistic characters have quirky aspects, but atheism is also a marker of intelligence.
While there are some signs of the “de-pathologization” of atheism, there is still a long way to go for a fully “normalized” approach, as these popular series provide only moderate support for the thesis. The same is true for animated sitcoms such as The Simpsons (1989–), South Park (1997–), and Family Guy (1999–).36 They contain criticism of religion, especially regarding conservative American Christians, Mormons, and Scientologists. Humor is then a means to raise critical issues and sometimes it offends religious people. While such representations can be seen as supporting atheism or at least science against religion, they make fun of atheists, too, especially South Park in a two-part arc that includes Richard Dawkins as a character. More positively from the atheistic point of view, the creator of Family Guy, Seth MacFarlane, is a self-identified atheist and sometimes pro-atheist views are manifested in the series.37 These popular comedies are publicly condemned by The Parents Television Council, an affiliate of the conservative (and pro-Christian) Media Research Center,38 indicating that they do not represent the standard portrayal of religion and atheism in American television.
Although some changes in the history of negative portrayal of atheism are detectable, there is still some value in Bird’s conclusion:television drama as a genre is actually very supportive of faith, although not of overt sectarian religiosity […] or any religious practice that is perceived as extreme, fanatical, or hypocritical. Alongside that, TV drama is demonstrably hostile to atheism, which is essentially seen as extreme and immoral philosophy. […] It is extremely rare to see atheism portrayed, and when it is, typically it is seen as almost a form of pathology […] as lacking human empathy or having some psychological problem that prevents them seeing the value of faith.39

This description is not completely at odds with what I have suggested about the film, although there are recent examples with more positive representations of atheism from the twenty-first century. If being “none” is becoming normal in the US, then it is also likely that representations of atheists in American television will change slowly. Bird’s view on television should not be taken to imply that films are completely different. In fact, most of the films that include positive representations of atheism and atheists have not been commercially successful. In addition, television dramas can include non-pathologized atheistic characters, especially if their atheism is not constantly highlighted. Currently, atheistic characters are portrayed as different, but not necessarily pathological.

8 Atheism in Films: Seven Key Traits
I have summarized seven key traits of how atheism and atheists are represented in films (and television), based on the material I have discussed in this chapter, in combination with the views presented in existing research literature.	1.
The term “atheist” is rarely used. In most of the films analyzed here, the term atheist is not mentioned at all. The main exceptions are The Most Hated Woman in America and the television series After Life. The professor in The Sunset Limited refers to the argument of village atheists but does not identify himself as such. In Salvation Boulevard one of the Christian characters labels Dr. Blaylock as an atheist, but we never hear him doing that himself. Most characters do not identify themselves as atheists, even when it is clear that they are not believers. In other words, in most cases, we project atheism there on the basis of our analytical definition.

 

	2.
Atheism is associated with the natural sciences. Most atheist protagonists speak in favor of sciences or are practicing scientists themselves. Judy in The Godless Girl runs Godless Society which teaches the theory of evolution against biblical creation; the main atheist in Inherit the Wind opposes creationism; Charles Darwin in Creation is an obvious case; so is Dr. Arroway in Contact; and the lead characters in Whatever Works and The Sunset Limited are science professors. The discipline of Dr. Blaylock in Salvation Boulevard is not mentioned, but he is evidently a man of science and reason. John Oldman in The Man from Earth is also a university professor, but his discipline is not mentioned. Television is not different in this sense: five out of six atheist characters in the image discussed above are scientists or doctors. Scheidt notes that contemporary television series construct atheists as “hero scientists.”40

 

	3.
Atheists hold a propositional view on religion. In the style of “New Atheists”, several films take a propositional view on religion, meaning that religion is approached as a knowledge system that is meant to provide accurate information about the world.41 As such, religion is understood as a poor substitute for science. This view is present in films that oppose creationism and also in films that label the Bible as popular fiction or invented fiction (e.g., The Godless Girl and The Sunset Limited). This is typical but by no means the only way to represent religion. Religion could also be understood as a communal activity based on ritualized activities and pragmatic purposes in which beliefs are not that important or interesting. This, however, would complicate the inherited template about “science versus religion” filmmakers operate with and with which the audience is already familiar.

 

	4.
Atheists struggle with meaning. Many films mentioned here represent atheists as people who do not have a sense of life’s meaningfulness. Several characters have attempted suicide and struggle with finding any reason to go on. The Sunset Limited is based on a failed suicide attempt by a depressed atheist who sees no meaning and purpose in life; the lead character in Whatever Works attempts suicide twice during the film; television drama comedy After Life is based on the suicidal atheist who has lost the reason to live a meaningful life; the atheist in Ledge ends up doing suicide, although this time the reason is not life’s meaninglessness—the atheist sacrifices himself in order to save the person he loves. In Salvation Boulevard the pastor who accidentally shoots the atheist professor makes it look like a suicide. So, there is a collocation, to borrow a discourse-analytical technical term,42 between atheism and suicide, meaning that they occur close to each other even when films do not suggest explicitly that atheists are prone to do or attempt suicide. Meaning can be found in humans or in the beauty of nature. Crimes and Misdemeanors highlight the meaninglessness of life and end with lead characters being unsatisfied with their lives, but at the same time it notes through the side character Professor Levy (who had committed suicide) that “It is only we, with our capacity to love, that give meaning to the indifferent universe.” The female scientist in Contact is enchanted by the wonders of the universe throughout the film and finds everything ultimately meaningful. Also, the atheist in The Ledge preaches about the beauty of the universe as a response to the main female character’s craving of finding something bigger than oneself. While as a comedy Whatever Works takes suicide attempts lightly—the second one fails because the atheist lands on another person after jumping from the window and thus finds his future partner—The Sunset Limited takes it as a serious and potentially justifiable option in the bleak atheist vision where, according to the atheist professor, “suffering and human destiny are the same things.” One of the key differences between what is considered “good” and “bad” atheism is that the former does paint life as meaningful and beautiful, full of awe and wonder.43

 

	5.
Atheism makes (more) sense in the light of painful past experiences. While I would not say that atheist characters are consistently represented as pathological, they are frequently depicted as having some kind of painful or traumatic experience in childhood or in a more recent past. The death of Darwin’s daughter, Annie, is the dominant theme in Creation. The unexpected death of the lead character’s father in Contact is a significantly painful experience that drives her forward. In Ledge, the daughter’s unexpected death is the single most important experience that characterizes the atheistic protagonist. In The Sunset Limited, the atheist professor did not go to see his dying father. In Dawson’s Creek, parents’ rejection of Jen frames her growing up: they sent Jen to live with her conservative Christian grandmother. In House M. D., there is an abusive father. In Bones, Brennant’s parents disappeared when she was fifteen.44 After Life revolves around an atheist who has lost his beloved wife. The Most Hated Woman in America does not deal much with O’Hair’s childhood. It dwells on complicated and unconventional family relations, starting from her deeply Christian parents and extending to contemporary times and unconventional living arrangements, but it does not narrate a single painful experience as a turning point in O’Hair’s life. Overall, it is typical for all kinds of cinematic characters to have painful experiences, as they are frequently used in building substance around otherwise flat characters, but the frequency of representing atheists as having them is meant to explain why they have become atheists in the first place (even when the story does not explicitly say so). It helps to make sense of why someone is an atheist as if living without exceptionally painful experiences makes people religious (and “normal”).

 

	6.
Atheists have unbending personalities and limited social skills. The atheists are represented as being unshakeable in their minority position and confrontational, and, therefore, also somewhat limited in their social skills, particularly among the religious people. This is clear in most films mentioned here. It is perhaps the most pronounced in The Most Hated Woman in America where a large part of O’Hair’s career as an atheist is relying on her confrontational personality, combined with a complex dependence on her children and other relatives. After Life is also notable. The lead character finds himself in awkward social situations, because of his “atheist personality.” It is only in The Godless Girl that the atheist character changes their views during the film, but even in it, the character is highly confrontational at the beginning of the film. Lead characters in Bones and House M. D. are represented as socially dysfunctional hyper-rationalists or misanthropes whose dedication to science “entails the loss of openness to emotional experience as well as a certain degree of interpersonal ineptitude.”45

 

	7.
Atheists are typically unmarried white men. Most of the lead characters in the films mentioned in this chapter are single. There are exceptions, such as Darwin, and it could be said that unmarried characters are typical for films in general, but in the case of atheism, it seems that their marital status is related to their unbending personality, combined with some kind of grumpiness and intolerance. They seem to lack the flexibility and empathy needed to maintain a functioning relationship. However, in several films, the lead character ends up having a romantic relationship, and in some cases, marriage. All characters analyzed in detail are white, and the majority are men (though there are women too, all unmarried).

 



It has been suggested that the representations of atheism and atheists in film (and television) are not very positive. This conclusion requires two qualifications. First of all, the twenty-first-century material provides an opportunity to argue against the view that atheists are only demonized or pathologized. If atheism as a theme was rare and positive representations were almost absent, recently there has been an increase in films that highlight atheism and atheists. Their representations are by no means unproblematic, as seen above, but the stigmatizing approach has become slightly less prevalent and atheist lead characters can be found in some films and television programs more easily than before. Secondly, the negative or less valued aspects do not prevent the audience from finding atheist characters relatable, if they are combined with positive attributes such as intelligence, and contrasted with less flattering portrayals of religious people.
Barnett suggests that this “is not an era of religion or atheism; it is one of religion and atheism. The same, finally, is true in film and television.”46 In other words, although conservative religion is frequently portrayed in a negative light, cinematic and televised representations are not clearly favoring atheism over religion even in the twenty-first century when atheist figures are more easily found. In that sense, representations of atheism and atheists in films are not markedly different from overall mediated representations of atheism and atheists. The study of cinematic representations provides support for those who have highlighted how the prejudice against atheism and atheists still gets some support from films by means of rather stereotypical representations. This is not to say that films are causing prejudice, but that films contribute to the production of subjects who get confirmation of their already established views from popular culture. Different representations might not be as funny, entertaining, or commercially viable. As such, representing atheism in films supports the argument that both news media and popular culture are more likely to value moderate, liberal religiosity and religious indifference over conservative religion and outright atheism. It thus challenges the assumed idea that the mediatization process favors secularism and/or atheism while accepting the increased relevance of media (here: films) to our thoughts and attitudes concerning good and bad religion as well as good and bad atheism. While atheists are not “pathologized”, they are represented as different from the rest of the population. In other words, an ideal or typical citizen is still moderately religious in mainstream (American) cinema, although there are signs that the tide might be slowly turning. What is still missing in the cinematic representations is the diversity among the atheists, quite obvious in the history of atheism47 and atheism in digital spaces.48
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Abstract
Holy fools often appear in European films, but where are the holy fools in Hollywood films? This chapter explores how Christian characters are portrayed in Hollywood films and television, demonstrating that the most common portrayal is that of an evangelical fool proper—either as a naïf (naïve, gullible, simplistic) or as a hypocrite (cruel, legalistic, judgmental). Though American evangelical Christians chafe at these caricatures, they have been ineffective at countering these ideas in the public imagination. The holy fool offers a response that is both historical and theological, but holy fools are seldom seen on Hollywood screens or in evangelical culture. This chapter offers three examples of American holy fools, taken from the films Hacksaw Ridge (2016), Nacho Libre (2006), and Don’t Look Up (2021). The holy fools in these films can be a blueprint for a new Christian character in Hollywood, one that willingly accepts the title of fool and transforms it.
Keywords
Holy FoolHollywoodFilmTVChristian charactersHypocriteNaïfFolly
1 Introduction
Who is the greater fool, a donkey or someone who worships the donkey as God? One of the very first images of Jesus on the cross is a curious piece of third-century graffiti called the Alexamenos graffito. This fragment of artistic vandalism was carved into the plaster wall of what is thought to be a boarding school for imperial page boys near Palatine Hill in Rome. It depicts Christ with the head of an ass, crucified on a tau cross, with a figure looking on from the foot of the cross. Clumsy letters form the mocking caption to the scene, which reads “Alexamenos worships his god.”1 With the caption, the mystery of this archaic piece of graffiti is revealed: Alexamenos must have been a Christian convert who suffered ridicule and mockery for his faith from his fellow students (Figs. 1 and 2).[image: Ancient graffiti etched into a stone wall depicting a crucified figure with a donkey's head. To the left, a person raises an arm towards the figure. Below, Greek text reads "Alexamenos worships his god," suggesting a mocking tone. The wall shows signs of age and wear.]
Fig. 1Alexamenos graffito, photo (Public domain image, Accessed on January 31, 2022, https://​commons.​wikimedia.​org/​wiki/​File:​Jesus_​graffito.​jpg)

[image: A simple line drawing depicts a person raising an arm towards a crucified figure with a donkey's head. Greek text below reads "Alexamenos worships his god." The image is a piece of ancient graffiti, possibly mocking early Christian beliefs.]
Fig. 2Alexamenos graffito, etching (Public domain image, Accessed on January 31, 2022, https://​commons.​wikimedia.​org/​wiki/​File:​Graffito_​d%27Alexamenos.​jpg)


With their crude etching, Alexamenos’ classmates label him a fool for his devotion, they imply he is an idiot for worshipping one such as Christ. Little did Alexamenos know, but he stands at the beginning of a long tradition of portraying Christians as fools, one that continues today in Hollywood media. This chapter explores how Christians are portrayed as fools in Hollywood films and TV shows, and what it means to be an American holy fool. Most people have never encountered the graffito, but still, the public imagination is filled with the foolish Christian characters found in popular films and television shows. American directors and writers have traded Roman stucco for film stock, but the subject has remained the same. Unlike Alexamenos, however, most of the Christian fools that currently appear on American screens are not holy fools, but rather, they are fools proper.
This chapter begins with a brief exploration of this dichotomy, revealing the fool proper and the holy fool to be the two types of biblical fools. Also in the first section, some historical context is given for the concept of holy fools, as this conversation is connected to a rich lineage of holy folly in church history. While this chapter goes on to focus on American media, the first section is important because it uncovers a theological and historical context for the fool type. This context then provides a framework of understanding that will be leveraged to examine specific American characters. Indeed, the two types of biblical fool will serve as a heuristic device in my analysis of Hollywood films and TV shows, allowing me to identify and categorize various Christian characters. After examining the Christian fools proper, this chapter concludes with a focused study of three Hollywood holy fools, considering their potential as alternate representatives for Christians and Christianity today. If it is true that “popular culture both reflects who we are as people and also helps shape us as people”,2 then it is worth examining the fools on American screens. Perhaps we will see ourselves.

2 A Tale of Two Fools: Theological and Historical Background
Immoral, selfish, and cruel, the fool proper is the one who consciously severs their connection to the divine.3 The fool proper is the fool of Psalms 14:1, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’”, and the fool of Proverbs 10:23, “Doing wrong is like a joke to a fool.”4 These are the fools who are arrogant and ego-driven, who refuse to acknowledge God or morality. Of course, ancient Israel was not the only ancient culture to decry the fools among them. The fool proper functioned as a literary foil to the wise in the whole genre of ancient wisdom literature.5 However, the biblical fool proper is also a character in the New Testament, with Jesus picking up the theme in his teaching. He warned that sometimes the fool proper can falsely appear to be wise—Jesus describes the Pharisees this way in Luke 11:39–40: “Now you Pharisees cleanse the outside of the cup and of the dish, but inside you are full of greed and wickedness. You fools! Did not he who made the outside make the inside also?” For all their appearance of righteousness, the Pharisees are fools because they refuse to reckon honestly with a God that sees and knows the heart. This is the domain of the fool proper, those who act hypocritically, vaingloriously, and selfishly. The veneer of religiosity does little to hide the rot underneath. The fool proper is present in Christ’s teachings as a warning: avoid being this fool!
However, there is a second type of fool. “We are fools for Christ’s sake” writes Paul (I Cor. 4:10). The fool for Christ bears the name of “fool” gladly, resting secure in the wisdom of God, which is Christ crucified. Paul understood that the message of the cross was lunacy and idiocy to those around him, and he embraced the role of the fool to preach the message of folly, which was the wisdom of God. There is an invitation in Paul’s words, an invitation to join him in foolishness, to embrace the title of fool for the sake of Christ. As Os Guinness notes, Christians have the best example of how to bear the name “fool” in Christ himself: “Jesus is the world’s supreme fool bearer.”6 Christ bore intense mockery and ridicule, knowing that the power and wisdom of God was at work through his shame. All Christians are called to profess the folly of the cross, but some Christians appear to have a deeper calling into holy folly. Scholar John Saward argues that the role of the holy fool is a “charism”, a gift of the Holy Spirit, and a unique calling to perform folly in a “dramatic and symbolic way … to provoke and challenge their fellow Christians to remain faithful to … the folly of the cross.”7 The holy fool is a subversive figure rooted in the folly of Christ.
It is good to note that many other cultures and religious traditions have analogous fool-figures—tricksters like Hermes in the Greek pantheon, or Krishna the Butter Thief in Hinduism, or Coyote in Native American traditions.8 However, Jesse Perillo suggests that “the trickster is more of a distant relative than close kin of the holy fool.”9 Tricksters are often portrayed as immoral, having lustful appetites and selfish motives. In contrast, the holy fool “exhibits strange, eccentric, and bizarre behavior that is understood to be sacred, enlightening, and sometimes salvific.”10 There is always a method in the madness, always a motivation in the heart of the fool for the redemption of those around him. The mantle of the holy fool is selflessly donned, accepting life on the outskirts of society—a borderlands existence. It is uncomfortable to be a holy fool, but it is also uncomfortable to look at a holy fool, which is the reason why holy fools draw attention to themselves. As Marion Grau explains, “The holy fool can be a diagnostic tool, a test for the level of madness of the system, which often turns out to be greater than the madness of the holy fool.”11
There has been a rich tradition of Christians who have embraced this holy calling throughout church history. From St. Francis, who earned the nickname “God’s jester”,12 to St. Symeon, known as “Symeon the Fool”,13 historical examples of the holy fool are easy to find. However, if we turn our eyes towards popular culture, we find the most obvious examples of holy fool characters in European films, not American films. This may be because the holy fool is revered as one of the most holy saints in the Eastern Orthodox church, and, therefore, holy fool characters appear more frequently in Eastern European literature and film.14 This imbalance of holy fools in the East must be what leads scholar Elena Volkova to say that there is “no tradition of holy fools as saints in the West.”15
Can this be true, however? Volkova’s conversation partner, Dana Heller, offers a rebuttal, suggesting that the holy fool is indeed present in American culture, but that the American holy fool is a variant of the eastern holy fool, one that Heller terms the “divine idiot.”16 The divine idiot, Heller argues, “is a very common and central figure in U.S. myths of nation and character.”17 Heller points to authors such as Flannery O’Connor, John Steinbeck, and William Faulkner as writers of the divine idiot, and to films such as The Green Mile and Forrest Gump which contain divine idiot characters. The American divine idiot draws some inspiration from the Christian holy fool tradition, but it is also influenced by the Hellenist fool-philosophers and secular fool characters developed during the Renaissance and the Romantic movement.18 This means that divine idiots in American pop culture are hybrid characters that are seldom explicitly Christian. Forrest Gump is a good example. In the film, despite his lower-than-average intelligence, Forrest holds a practical wisdom that eludes others. He is able to emotionally move those around him—especially the cynical and the broken—through his simple actions and straightforward kindness. However, he is not motivated by any connection to Christ whatsoever. He represents the classic American divine idiot.
If the divine idiot character is not Christian, then how are Christians being portrayed in American films and television? It seems that Christians are increasingly being written as fools proper.19 However, there are a few holy fools starting to appear and challenge the “madness of the system” in American culture. But before we go looking for the holy fools of American pop culture, we must first wade through the swamp of naïfs and hypocrites that make up most Christian characters on American screens.

3 Naïfs, Hypocrites, and the Fool Proper
“Dear eight-pound six-ounce, newborn, infant Jesus. Don’t even know a word yet. Just lil’ infant. So cuddly, but still omnipotent.” So goes the family dinner prayer by Will Ferrell in Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby (2006). Ferrell’s character, a NASCAR driver named Ricky Bobby, continues, “We just thank you for all the races I’ve won and the twenty-one point two million dollars—Woo! Love that money!—that I have accrued over this past season.” Ferrell blends parody and absurdity to mock Christians who construct their own versions of Jesus to worship, and who treat Jesus like a resource to exploit for their own personal gain. Ferrell has made a career out of playing the fool, and his portrayal of a Christian character is no different. Ricky Bobby is a fool proper who is marked by his selfishness and his stupidity.
Christian characters in American film and television fall into two categories of fool proper: naïfs and hypocrites. I am not suggesting that all Christian characters are portrayed this way. There have been examples of Christian characters who are nuanced and complex, from President Jed Bartlett on The West Wing (1999–2006, NBC) to Eric and Tami Taylor on Friday Night Lights (2006–11, NBC). However, when examining the fool archetype, the pattern of naïf and hypocrite emerges. Fools make us laugh, and therefore it is natural that these characters are mostly found in sitcoms and feature-length comedies. Comedies need punchlines and stark incongruities to deliver on their promise of humor. It is no surprise, therefore, that the writers of these comedies reach for caricatured Christians to supply some of their punchlines. Unique to American popular culture, however, is the characterization of evangelical Christians as fools proper more often than any other type of Christian.20 Returning to The West Wing, President Bartlett is a devout Catholic who has a mature and realistic faith. However, in the pilot episode, the President’s character is introduced with a fiery speech condemning the hypocrisy of three evangelical leaders who have come to the White House.21 Later in the series, the President has a similar speech directed towards an evangelical radio host, lambasting her shallow understanding of Old Testament law.22 In both cases, evangelicals are used as a foolish and hypocritical contrast to the faithful President. The audience is intended to feel admiration for the President and scorn the hypocrisy of the evangelical side characters. This is often the role of the evangelical fool proper on American screens, to be the foil for the hero.
For their part, evangelicals have not been passive observers of culture. They were among the first to realize the potential of television and harness it to reach a mass audience with their message.23 A recent, three volume study titled Evangelicals and Popular Culture: Pop Goes the Gospel explores the interesting relationship evangelicals have with popular culture, and it suggests that if imitation is the highest form of flattery, then evangelicals seem to be obsessed with mainstream popular culture.24 The books mainly describe the curious sub-culture of evangelical entertainment in America, but as you can probably guess, there are not many foolish Christian characters in that particular cultural ecosystem. Most of what evangelical media has produced has failed to penetrate the mainstream cultural consciousness, indeed, writer Chris DeVille calls evangelical entertainment “one of popular media’s oldest echo chambers.”25 This leads us back to how Christians are portrayed in the most popular shows and films coming out of Hollywood. These are the portrayals that impact the public imagination most deeply.
First, there is the naïf. Naïfs are Christian characters who are portrayed to be of lesser intelligence. They are gullible, simple, and their worldview is reductive. Although they are categorized here as a type of fool proper, they are also a part of a much broader trope in film and literature of innocence and naïveté.26 American sitcoms are full of these characters, and they are often side characters or one-off characters who only appear for one episode. With such brief appearances, the audience interprets these characters through the eyes of the main characters, who often scorn the naïveté of this new, evangelical character they must interact with. For example, in the sitcom Scrubs (2001–10, NBC), Dr. Cox (a lead character) has an evangelical sister, Paige, who comes to visit. When Dr. Cox delivers bad news to a patient that the prescribed medicine is ineffective, the family asks if there is anything else that can be done. Cue Paige, who jumps in the room and exclaims, “There is always prayer.” Dr. Cox makes his scorn clear when he sarcastically replies, “Paige, we have protocol here. First, we shake our magic eight-ball, then we explore all witchcraft related options.”27 The naïf makes an appearance in Seinfeld (1989–98, NBC), when Elaine grows dissatisfied with her boyfriend after she finds out he has a “Jesus fish” on his car (a traditional signifier for evangelicals).28 Also, in That 70s Show (1998–2006, CBS), where the hapless Pastor Dave, a recurring character throughout the series, can never quite connect with the world-wise Red Foreman no matter how hard he tries. Perhaps the most well-known recurring evangelical character is Mary Cooper, the mom of Sheldon Cooper, main character in The Big Bang Theory (2007–19, CBS).29 If comedy thrives in contrasts and incongruities, then it is easy to see why Sheldon’s mother was written as an evangelical. Sheldon is a physics prodigy whose mathematical approach to everything in his life, including relationships, is the source of much of the show’s humor. Therefore, Mary, a bible-believing Christian whose good qualities include practical wisdom and relationship savvy, is the perfect comedic foil for the neurotic Sheldon. Despite her good qualities, however, the jokes written for Mary revolve around the naïf stereotype. For example, in the episode where she is introduced, she leans over to Raj (an Indian character) and exclaims, “I made chicken, I hope that isn’t one of the animals that you people think is magic.”30 Alternately, when Sheldon proclaims, “Evolution isn’t an opinion, it’s fact.” Mary replies in deadpan, “And that is your opinion.”31 The implication is clear: Mary is well-intentioned, but she is simply not as intelligent as the main characters because of her faith. When creating the character, the writers asked themselves: what is the opposite of someone who is hyper-intelligent? The answer was an evangelical Christian.
Teemu Taira, in his chapter on Atheist characters in this volume, reminds us that Atheist characters, such as Dr. Cox from Scrubs, Sheldon from Big Bang Theory, or Britta Perry from Community (2009–15, NBC), are similarly portrayed in a negative light, especially in reference to their beliefs. However, the negative character traits associated with atheism are markedly different than those associated with evangelicals, with obstinance and limited social skills being common traits. In stark contrast to the evangelical characters, Taira admits that high intelligence is also generally attached to atheist characterization. Taira’s observations are interesting because it confirms that humor is found in extreme incongruences. The viewer, then, is found in the middle of the two “extreme” views of atheism or evangelicalism.
Returning to our consideration of the naïf, perhaps it is not surprising that one-off characters and bit parts are treated as one-dimensional punchlines by sitcoms writers. There is simply not enough time to develop these characters further if they are only in a few episodes. Therefore, let us turn our attention to two Christian characters who are members of the core ensemble throughout their shows: Shirley Bennet in Community and Glenn Sturgis in Superstore (2015–21, NBC). Shirley Bennet, played by Yvette Nicole-Brown, is a black, middle-aged woman who recently went through a divorce. Shirley is present for five seasons of the show, and she is a well-developed character who is defined by her big heart, her shrewdness, and her love of baking. Her evangelical Christianity is present from the start of the show, and the Christmas episode in the first season revolves around Shirley’s desire for a traditional, American Christmas celebration while she grapples with the various faiths of her friends. At her best, Shirley is a character who can admit her own shortcomings and encourage her friends to forgive one another and themselves. However, it is curious that these moments never involve her Christian faith explicitly. In some instances, she purposely lays aside her religious convictions for the sake of connecting with her friends.32 Her faith appears most often in the context of the naïf trope, serving as a punchline or a comedic setup. In one episode, another character says to Shirley, “When you found out I was Jewish, you invited me to a pool party that turned out to be a baptism!” Shirley replies, “Well excuse me for trying to sneak you into heaven.”33 Furthermore, her friends think Shirley is naïve because of her faith. In another episode, Annie, the most academic member of the group, rejects Shirley as a potential lab partner for their biology class. When Shirley is offended, Annie explains, “You’re a creationist! … How are you gonna do science experiments if you don’t even believe in science?”34 Annie is comfortable being friends with Shirley, but she is not comfortable relying on her intelligence because of her faith. Despite the jokes, Shirley is a complex character who is shown to possess business acumen, maternal love, and a keen eye for when she is being manipulated or conned. These characteristics buck the naïf trope, but her faith is never involved when she is displaying these strengths. For this reason, Shirley Bennet still belongs to the naïf stereotype.
In the show Superstore, Glenn Sturgis, played by Mark McKinney, is the manager of Cloud 9, a big-box store reminiscent of Walmart or Target. Glenn appears in every episode of the series’ six seasons, and he is a near perfect fit for the naïf trope. Glenn’s biggest character trait is his gullibility, which is the source of most of the humor surrounding his character. He is often shown to be struggling financially because of the combination of his gullible nature and his generosity. Nevertheless, he is consistently shown to possess less-than-average intelligence as he fumbles basic tasks and misunderstands common directives. From the pilot episode, in which he tries to read from the Bible in a staff meeting and is reminded that it is against company policy, Glenn is shown to have a strong evangelical faith. Glenn belongs to a local megachurch that preaches the prosperity gospel, which implies that financial gullibility is at the heart of his religious experience. When Glenn invites his pastor to the store, the pastor is shown to be interested in nothing but selling his latest book.35 The show portrays Glenn’s faith as responsible for some of his best qualities, his kindness and generosity, but his faith is also more deeply connected to his worst qualities, especially his gullibility, but occasionally pettiness and a judgmental attitude. Glenn Sturgis, despite the ample time the writers had to portray a more nuanced faith, is consistently shown to be simpleton and buffoon. His Christianity never matures throughout the series, he remains a naïf in matters of faith.
If the naïfs are stupid, at least they are not cruel. The second type of fool proper that is often portrayed on American screens is the hypocrite, a fool that is marked by their judgmentalism, their fundamentalism, and their arrogance. I have already discussed the hypocrites portrayed in The West Wing, which shows that this type of Christian fool is not relegated to comedy alone. A common hypocrite is the televangelist or prosperity gospel preacher, who is shown to love power and money more than people or God. The film The Eyes of Tammy Faye (2021) centers on some of the most famous real-world examples of televangelist hypocrisy. Actor Andrew Garfield plays Jim Bakker in the film, a televangelist infamous for his great wealth along with his many scandals (both sexual and financial). Comedian Steve Martin also took a turn in this role, playing a charismatic traveling preacher who struggles to hide his hucksterism from shrewd locals in Leap of Faith (1992). This trope plays out in popular television as well, as in the hit Amazon Prime show The Boys (2019–), wherein a gay evangelical superhero makes his fortune though homophobic tirades and nationalistic tent-revivals.36 The hypocritical televangelist is a prime target for parody, as in the HBO show The Righteous Gemstones (2019–), which follows a family of televangelists who are brazenly immoral and overtly money-hungry.
Another type of hypocrite is the gatekeeper, who attacks perceived threats to the purity of their community in the name of their faith. This trope is present in the film Easy A (2010), in which Emma Stone’s character Emily is shamed for her supposed willingness to have premarital sex by Marianne, the evangelical daughter of the town’s pastor (who is also revealed to be a voyeuristic hypocrite later in the film). This trope surfaces in a very similar way in the musical comedy show Shmigadoon (2021–23, AppleTV), in which the preacher’s wife seeks to protect her community from the secular influence of the two newcomers through a legalistic and judgmental application of her beliefs. The list goes on. Some version of the unloving, judgmental Christian appears in Titanic (1997), Pleasantville (1998), Saved! (2004), Kinsey (2004), The Stepford Wives (2004), and There Will Be Blood (2007).37
Though religious hypocrites are present in some of the biggest films, perhaps the most well-known example of the hypocrite is Angela from the NBC sitcom The Office (2005–13), played by Angela Kinsey. Like Shirley and Glenn, Angela is a character that is present throughout the run of the show, therefore the writers had plenty of time to develop Angela’s character. Angela is an aloof accountant who takes every opportunity to remind her coworkers that she is morally superior. Early in the series, she is asked what three books she would bring to a desert island. Her immediate response, the Bible, paints her as evangelical. When she is pressed for two more choices, she can only muster up the evangelical best-seller A Purpose Driven Life as a second. Her answers are performative rather than genuine, further evidenced when she jumps in with a third choice, The Da Vinci Code, “so that I can burn The Da Vinci Code.”38 Throughout the exchange, Angela’s Christianity is caricatured for the sake of the punchlines, similar to how the naïf’s faith is portrayed in Community and Superstore. Angela, however, is no naïf. She is conniving, manipulative, and lusts for power and social status. In fact, it can be argued that she is the most immoral main character in The Office. For example, she disparages Oscar for his sexuality throughout the series, but she herself is guilty of many sexual infidelities, and she even marries a closeted gay senator for an increased social status. The few humanizing moments the writers give her character have nothing to do with her faith. Her performative Christianity coupled with her cruelty classifies her as a hypocrite, a fool proper of the highest order.
I have intentionally pulled examples from a wide range of shows and films over the last three decades to display the breadth of these tropes. There are undoubtedly more. Evangelicals have become a familiar punching bag in American pop culture. Evangelicals, disgruntled with this state of affairs, have responded with films of their own intended to rebut the naïf and hypocrite stereotypes and reclaim some of the public imagination concerning evangelical identity. The film God’s Not Dead (2014) and its sequel (2016) sought to combat the naïf stereotype with a plot that revolves around an evangelical university student defending his faith to an antagonistic atheist professor, mirroring the atheist vs. religion dynamic we already discussed. Other films, such as Courageous (2011), sought to portray Christians as willing to go the extra mile to love their neighbors, intending to refute the hypocrite stereotype. Ultimately, these films never reached an audience beyond the evangelical subculture. Thus, they appear to be self-congratulatory and self-affirming, reassuring American evangelicals by saying, “I know everyone thinks you are dumb and mean, but you are smart, actually. You are kind, actually.”
There is an alternative response, one that embraces the title of the fool, wearing it as a badge of honor, subverting it through humility and love. This is the response of the holy fool.

4 Searching for the American Holyfool
“The fool upsets and diverts accepted logic.”39 Theologians Charles L. Campbell and Johan H. Cilliers believe that holy fools are akin to prophets, forcing their audience to view reality from a new perspective.40 If this is true, the way of the holy fool might be the best way to change the mainstream characterization of Christians as fools proper. However, holy fools do not much care how Christians are perceived. They are dangerous characters. They will not neatly align themselves with any agenda, not if they are true holy fools. I have selected three Christian characters from recent films to showcase the American holy fool. These characters fall within the divine idiot trope discussed above, but their faith elevates them beyond the common trope, into the realm of the holy fool. Additionally, each fool finds themselves against an idolatrous aspect of American culture and identity, doing the work of the holy fool in a nation that does not suffer fools.41
Hacksaw Ridge (2016), directed by Catholic Mel Gibson, is the biopic of Desmond Doss. Doss, played by Andrew Garfield,42 is a Seventh Day Adventist (a sectarian evangelical denomination) whose pacifist beliefs lead him to reject the army issued rifle in bootcamp during World War II.43 He wants to serve in the army as a medic, and he refuses to take a human life. The moment his beliefs surface, he is treated as a fool of the worst kind by his superiors and his comrades. They believe him a coward, an arrogant moralist, and a traitor. He is singled out for the worst duties by the drill instructors, and the soldiers in the barracks detest him to the point that they pull him from his bunk and savagely beat him one night, trying to drive Doss out of bootcamp. Though the charges of coward and traitor grate at Doss, he accepts the role of the fool with quiet fortitude. When one officer asks with incredulity if Doss is truly a conscientious objector, Doss replies that he is a “conscientious cooperator.” This is the response of a holy fool. He breaks the logic of the system and works towards a new vocabulary. In the wake of the brutal beating at the hands of his bunkmates, with bruises covering his face, standing in front of his blood-soaked pillow, he has the following exchange with Drill Sergeant Howell:	Howell
	Private Doss, can you identify the men that beat you?

	Doss
	No, Sarge.

	Howell
	Are you saying that you don’t know who attacked you?

	Doss
	I never said I was attacked, Sarge.

	Howell
	Well, what the hell are you saying Doss? You bruised half your body sleeping?

	Doss
	I sleep pretty hard.




Instead of seeking revenge, Doss accepts the violence and transforms it. He begins to show his true character: he will endure whatever it takes to protect and save the men in his unit. His playful reply to the Drill Sergeant is that of a holy fool, willing to testify to violent slumber instead of turning in his fellow soldiers. Of course, his true foolishness is reserved for the battlefield. Doss and his unit are sent to Japan and ordered to take a ridge where the enemy has dug in. In their first attempt, the Japanese soldiers ferociously drive them back. The U.S. army retreats suffering heavy losses. In the face of true horror, Doss hovers at the edge of the ridge and prays, “What is it you want of me?” Only a fool would be on that ridge without a weapon. Only a fool would do anything but retreat. Doss hears the cries of the wounded as the voice of God, and he turns around. Over the course of the next day and night, he rescues seventy-five wounded men, lowering them down the ridge by hand, one by one. He even lowers down some wounded enemy soldiers, seeing with the eyes of Christ and loving his enemy instead of killing them. He does end up touching a rifle, the rifle of Sergeant Howell, which he uses as the support beam of a makeshift stretcher as he drags the wounded sergeant to safety. He transforms the tool of death into a tool of life. Doss did the work of a holy fool, who believed he could still serve his country in the most violent circumstance imaginable without becoming violent himself. He accepted the ridicule of a culture that considered his beliefs to be nonsensical and cowardly. And in the end, he wore a medal of honor without ever taking a life.
Hacksaw Ridge is a war drama with very few moments of levity. Doss is an earnest character, wearing a military uniform instead of harlequin. Therefore, let us return to the realm of the jester and the clown. Enter Nacho Libre (2006), a film written and directed by Jared Hess who was raised in the Mormon church. The film’s hero, played by Jack Black, is a Catholic monk named Ignacio who moonlights as Nacho the luchador, a Mexican professional wrestler. Nacho loves the orphans in his care, but he longs for respect and fame. For most of the film, Nacho is not a holy fool, but a naïf and a fool proper. He is a terrible wrestler and loses every match, and he spends his earnings from the matches partly on the orphans, but partly on accoutrements for himself. He resents his place in the monastery, complaining that the other monks “don’t think I know a buttload of crap about the Gospel, but I do.” His exploits in a mask and spandex lead to disappointment as he loses match after match. At his low point, he kneels before the altar to pray, and a moment of enlightenment finally arrives: “Maybe you want me to fight and give everything I win to the little ones who have nothing so they can have better foods and a better life?” In this moment, Nacho’s foolishness is transformed and sanctified. He accepts the responsibility of a holy fool, becoming a fool for the sake of others. He is determined to be a “wrestling servant” of God. In the final match, with a large purse to win, he miraculously defeats the best wrestler in town. Nacho is faithful to his word and donates all his winnings to the orphans, keeping nothing for himself. He is a fool for wearing bright red and blue tights, but the true foolishness is found in his final action. By deferring his rightful winnings to others, he subverts an accepted narrative in American Christianity—that any great wealth you have rightfully earned is God’s reward to you for your hard work. It is hard to find examples of this type of foolishness in American popular culture, with the ethos of Capitalism so ingrained in the fabric of the American imagination. The Danish film Babette’s Feast (1988), based on the novel by Karen Blixen, is a masterful exploration of this theme, featuring a Christian woman who spends her entire lottery winnings on one lavish feast for those she loves. Babette is no fool, but in the American paradigm, she acts foolishly with her money. Of course, the way she uses her lottery winnings is part of the point of the story. Her selfless giving mirrors the selflessness of Christ. Babette’s Feast is a particular favorite of theologians, but it has no equal in American film and television. However, if one looks close enough at Nacho’s buffoonery, his generous and selfless foolishness emerges from beneath the laughter.
Nacho Libre’s comedy is farce and slapstick. At the other end of the comic spectrum lies the political satire of Don’t Look Up (2021). Director and writer Adam McKay is a professed atheist, but his mother is an evangelical Christian. McKay is one of the most decorated comedy directors in Hollywood, and in Don’t Look Up, he addresses the climate crisis through a parable about an imminent, deadly comet hurtling towards earth. Leonardo DiCaprio and Jennifer Lawrence play astrophysicists Dr. Randall Mindy and Kate Dibiasky who discover the danger and spend the runtime of the film futilely trying to animate the men and women in power to do something, anything about the demise of humanity. Twenty-five days before annihilation, Kate has become jaded and has given up. She meets Yule, played by Timothée Chalamet. Yule is scruffy, young, and cynical. He spends his days drinking with friends while lamenting the corrupt and hypocritical institutions of the world. He develops a crush on Kate, who indulges Yule’s affection because she is slipping into nihilism. However, in a twist, Yule reveals his faith:	Kate
	You believe in God?

	Yule
	Yeah, I mean, my parents raised me evangelical, and I hate them, but I found my own way to it, my own relationship. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t advertise it, though.

	Kate
	I won’t tell anybody. I think it’s kind of sweet.




Yule is cognizant of the naïf stereotype, aware that the scientist Kate will probably think him a fool for his faith. And Kate’s response reveals she does think Yule is a bit naïve, albeit in an endearing way. However, this turns out to be Yule’s defining character trait—he is endearingly foolish. Yule is the type of fool who proposes marriage to Kate hours before the comet is set to destroy all life on earth. She accepts with a laugh, but Yule is not joking. It does not matter that the world is about to end, his love for Kate is real.
However, Yule’s holy folly truly shines in the final moments of the film. Dr. Mindy is hosting a last supper. All of humanity’s efforts have failed, the comet will hit any second. Kate and Yule are around a dinner table with the other main characters, sharing stories and enjoying one final moment of human connection. Dr. Mindy reaches for something beyond his grasp, asking, “Well, we’re not the most religious here in the Mindy household, but maybe we, should we say amen? Should we do that?” He fumbles the terminology, but as the other characters shrug awkwardly, Yule recognizes his cue: “I got this.” He leads them in prayer:Dearest Father and Almighty Creator. We ask for your grace tonight, despite our pride. Your forgiveness, despite our doubt. Most of all Lord, we ask for your love to soothe us through these dark times. May we face whatever is to come in your divine will with courage and open hearts of acceptance. Amen.

Faced with oblivion, the men and women of science look to the evangelical kid for a connection to the divine, to transcendence, to hope. In the context of the prevailing narrative of Scientism, the belief in infinite progress through human ingenuity and the scientific method, Yule’s prayer is foolish. But in the context of looming death, Yule’s prayer is the only thing that makes sense. Through his prayer, Yule bears the responsibility of a priest. He offers grace to his friends, who are barely concealing their terror. In a revealing interview with Variety magazine, director Adam McKay said that the prayer might be his favorite part of the film.44 Holy folly leaves an impression.

5 Conclusion
Our imaginations absorb the most dominant American metanarratives through films and television. Hollywood war movies revel in the chaos of battle, glorify individual violent deeds, and support the “manifest destiny” narrative that keeps the American military the most well-funded armed force in the history of world. And what would a Hollywood happy ending be without a sudden influx of wealth? It is not enough that the hero or heroine finds romance, they must also get a promotion, receive an inheritance, or even win the lottery. Love is simply not enough for Americans; they must have money as well. And fear not, Hollywood science fiction also tells us, for a future will soon come where science will unlock the mysteries of long life (perhaps eternal, digital life), interstellar travel, and biomodification. Science will allow us to shed all our pesky limits, apparently. Seen on IMAX screens or iPhone screens, these narratives are powerful and mostly unchallenged. These are the narratives audiences continue to pay to see.
For those who reject these narratives, characters such as Desmond Doss, Nacho, and Yule exemplify a way to challenge and subvert these dominant narratives. They are the holy fools who refuse to fire a gun, who reject personal wealth, and who offer grace to the dying. Holy fools like these wield imagination, creativity, and laughter as tools to break through entrenched cultural norms and narratives. Unfortunately, they remain fringe characters in the landscape of American popular culture. When you flip on the television, you are more likely to encounter a religious fool proper than a Pauline holy fool. These portrayals have profound effects on the popular understanding of Christian identity and character in America. If Christians continue to try and fight these portrayals with poorly constructed morality plays, or worse, if Christians embrace and welcome the violence, wealth, and progress being offered, then Christian characters in popular media will devolve even further, to languish forever in proper folly. Currently, American Christians are inclined to vehemently reject the title “fool”, especially in the context of entertainment—but the holy fool would ask these same Christians to embrace the label instead, and transform it, as Christ did. Holy Fools are dangerous. They can break through hypocrisy, subvert dominant narratives, and reveal true faith. But only if they are willing to be faithful fools.
Back on Palatine Hill in Rome, close to the graffito, we find another inscription in a different hand, perhaps Alexamenos’ own. It reads: Alexamenos fidelis (Alexamenos is faithful).45 Alexamenos, it seems, did not kowtow to the mockery of his classmates. Instead he displayed another key characteristic of the fool for Christ. He remained faithful.
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Abstract
Popular culture has increasingly overtaken traditional religious sources—such as scripture and ecclesiastical authority—in shaping perceptions of faith and religious narratives. Animated series like South Park and Family Guy epitomize this cultural shift, engaging with biblical figures such as Jesus in a multitude of ways, from irreverence to incisive cultural critique. This chapter examines how these portrayals influence public perceptions of Christianity and Jesus including their critique of organized religion. Both series highlight the intersection of political theology, contemporary cultural trends, and classical theological themes—such as redemption, the church, and hell—creating alternative interpretations of these concepts. As the chapter argues, these shows become unexpected platforms for theological reflection and cultural commentary by recontextualizing religious ideas. Moreover, they engage with their audience’s varying levels of theological literacy, alternately subverting and embracing traditional motifs. Through their transformative representations of Christ, South Park, and Family Guy open new avenues for understanding evolving position of Christianity within contemporary culture.
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1 Introduction
For large parts of the religious and non-religious alike, including the rising numbers of unaffiliated in the West,1 popular culture has become more formative than scripture, magisterium, or any other kind of traditional religious sources. While the latter are still potent enough to provide the necessary contextual background, in the form of characters, events, and settings, popular culture often has a decisive influence on how they are understood both by individuals and society at large. Series such as South Park (1997–) or Family Guy (1999–) enter into an important intertextual interplay with biblical figures, including Jesus, whose cocaine use in the South Park Christmas special2 sparks scandals for some and laughter for others. Cartoons and mini-series focusing on religious themes have become obvious candidates for such a formative effect on the popular audience. They might raise some difficult questions at the time of their debut, and in turn, they create a whole new image of figures such as Christ, who now cannot stand alone without the popular mediatization Stig Hjarvad describes.3 Christ himself is engulfed in modern media.
The constraint of organized religion does not apply to adult comedy cartoons. The likes of The Simpsons, South Park, American Dad, BoJack Horseman, or Family Guy run for years on end, are released weekly on both prime-time TV and streaming platforms, and create a sense of a habitual ritual for dedicated audiences. As a result, their image becomes much more lasting. As David Feltmate writes, such series:are wildly popular, have had a significant impact on cultural consciousness, and are brimming with religious references. Each has produced more than two hundred episodes, is beloved by countless fans, moves billions of dollars in merchandise annually, is syndicated globally, and is recognized for its wit, intelligence, and social commentary.4

Feltmate underlines that over “95% of Simpsons episodes, roughly 84% of Family Guy episodes, and about 78% of South Park episodes contain explicit references to religion.”5 These series should then be a primary area of engagement for religious leaders and theologians alike, even more than the thematic drama like Unorthodox, because, as Feltmate argues, the jokes about religion in them are “tools for teaching audiences how to interpret and judge religious people and institutions,”6 whose “power lies in their popularity, pervasiveness, and recountability.”7 Their formative effect is even more substantial due to the declining rates of religious literacy in the West, so strongly decried by people like Stephen Prothero.8
While the Simpsons have been subject to numerous studies, South Park and Family Guy are less discussed. Feltmate touches upon these series at length in his book, but his focus is primarily on what it tells about American society and less on what it says about religion and the political theology embedded in it. In this chapter, we will dive into this underexplored niche and discuss how the shows, through the transformation of religious figures, make political-theological points with subtle wit and sometimes uncanny directness. As will be argued, the presentation of Jesus Christ as a type of contemporary ‘idol’ succeeds in recreating his figure as something entirely different and, through this oppositional picture, recreating a political theological question readdressing the very structure of Christianity. This figure constitutes what was mentioned in the introduction to the volume as ‘the sign of the time’ because it opens up a reflection on how Christianity—and religion at large—fit anew into the “great modern myth of origin.”
Through its analysis of the use of the figure of Christ in South Park and Family Guy, this chapter will discuss the perception of Christianity and Jesus—and more acutely, if they feature a prominent critique of organized Christianity vocalized by these figures of Jesus. These cartoons show that political theology can significantly influence popular culture. Each of them, in their way, shows the interrelation between current politics, cultural trends, and classical theological subjects: Jesus, the church, redemption, and hell. By that, they allow themselves to voice concern, criticize and show alternative ways of looking at them, also becoming an unexpected place of theological reflection and inspiration. At the same time, they reflect on the level of theological literacy among their viewers, sometimes subverting them and embracing them fully.

2 American Popular Culture and Cartoons
The three decades since the 1990s observed a gradual increase in the production of adult cartoons. After more inclusive productions in the previous decades, including those under the umbrella of Disney or Cartoon Network, the niche devoted specifically to mature audiences began to grow, including such series as Beavis and Butt-Head, encapsulating the life of a young adult in the USA, or Simpsons, South Park, Family Guy, presenting a more holistic outlook on American life. The coming decades built upon the success of these series with reiterations of their motives in such series as American Dad, Futurama, BoJack Horseman, and others. The series became a massive success, both commercially and from the perspective of their cultural position.
These series developed irony as their primary tool, although their humor differed significantly between the series. For example, South Park was known for its themed stories and far-reaching critique, knowing no boundaries. Family Guy was known for the high accumulation of disparate gags, tied loosely by an overall story. Both embed a particular strain of religious sentiment, animosity, and perception of what religion should or should not be. The uses of pop-cultural references and satire of current events often lead to the inclusion of religion. Both series of interest in this chapter, South Park and Family Guy, rely extensively on these motives.
Developed by Trey Parker and Matt Stone, who met in film class at the University of Colorado, the first episode of South Park aired in 1997. Until publication, it developed 26 seasons and 328 episodes, including specials. The story plays out in the fictional small town of South Park in Colorado. It describes the adventures of four boys, Stan Marsh, Kyle Broflovski, Eric Cartman, Kenny McCormick, and their friends and family in the titular town. In the beginning, singular episodes were detached from each other, telling simple comic plots on everyday topics and including a lot of foul language. With time, however, the series significantly changed. It started to present more elaborated narratives and became more “meta-referential,” including acute comments on American politics, such as the rise of Trump, neoliberalism, or political correctness. From season 15 in 2015, the show turned into a different format, where each episode became part of an overarching narrative that bound an entire season together before culminating in a spectacular finale.
Family Guy also traces its roots to the university classroom. Seth MacFarlane created it as a follow-up to his thesis project at the Rhode Island School of Design. Produced by FOX, its pilot episode aired in 1999, and, apart from a short break between 2002 and 2004, it airs continuously up until today. It is a satire on the contemporary American suburban life, focusing on a family of six: Peter, the working-class father of Irish Catholic descent, married to Lois, a stay-at-home mother from a highly privileged WASP background; Brian, the family dog with an unsuccessful career in writing, a degree from Brown University and alcoholism; Meg, the oldest daughter mocked by everyone; Chris, a not-so-bright teenager with a world of his own; and Stewie, the evil master-mind baby. The series follows them and their neighbors, adventures and mishaps, providing a general commentary on aspects of contemporary social reality. Always known for its chaotic episode structure, with time, as Feltmate argues, unlike South Park or The Simpsons, Family Guy became more vicious and critical, especially towards religious organizations and individuals.9 Thus, this two series of interest began to differ significantly in their approach to religious motives with time.

3 Religion in South Park
As Martha Daas notes, South Park’s rule of thumb is that all can be made fun of, including the sacred.10 In contrast to other cartoons, South Park deals directly with religion, religious figures, and organized religion. This has prompted several controversies and lawsuits, mainly with the Catholic Church, the Church of the Mormons, Scientology, and even Atheists and Buddhists. For example, the show made Buddha snort coke in the episode “Super Best Friend,”11 which resulted in a governmental ban of the show in Sri Lanka. In the same episode from 2001, Muhammed appears as a “superhero” who joins Buddha and Jesus in the quest for justice. The show pokes fun of superheroes, mainly the 1970s show “Super Friends,” where religious figures and prophets replaced heroes such as Superman. At first, the depiction of Muhammed did not prompt any religious response. It was not until the jubilee episode 200–20112 that the use of Muhammed in the show became problematic. These episodes were censured by the networks and banned in many countries after the show was threatened online by a group called “Revolution Muslim.” The Danish Cartoon crisis of 2005 and the murder of filmmaker Theo Van Gogh in 2004 made the issue highly political. The show’s developers, Trey Parker and Matt Stone wanted to keep showing the figure, but the network overruled them.
All these controversies might lead one to think South Park is a fierce critique of religion. This is, however, not the case. Current studies, and in particular Feltmate, agree that South Park’s critique of religion is mainly targeted at what could be called “mankind’s own crazy inventions” (even atheism).13 It means that the critique of religion is rather on the human tendency to use religion for other gains, such as power, money, and others. The critique is, therefore, focused on the institutionalized religious communities and the moralistic enforcement of religious beliefs by people who rarely live up to the standard themselves. This is perhaps most sharply put in the episodes that deal directly with religious communities, such as “All about the Mormons”14 and “Trapped in the closet.”15 The episode on Mormonism doubtfully jokes about the foundations of the religion as man-made but does not completely reject its benefits. The show ends with a rather surprising conclusion when the Mormon kid (Gary) is allowed to conclude:	Gary:
	Look, maybe us Mormons do believe in crazy stories that make absolutely no sense, and maybe Joseph Smith did make it all up, but I have a great life. And a great family, and I have the Book of Mormon to thank for that. The truth is, I don’t care if Joseph Smith made it all up because what the church teaches now is loving your family, being nice, and helping people. And even though people in this town might think that’s stupid, I still choose to believe in it. All I ever did was try to be your friend, Stan [main protagonist], but you’re so high and mighty you couldn’t look past my religion and just be my friend back. You’ve got a lot of growing up to do, buddy. Suck my balls. [turns around and walks off. All four boys just look at him in wonder.]

	Cartman [main protagonist]:
	Damn, that kid is cool, huh?16




The show here makes a sort of moral conclusion, which the show is known to do at the end of almost all episodes. The point is that religion is not that big of a deal if it actually helps a community come together and people remember to be nice and ethical. It underlines that South Park is not fiercely against religion as such but rather views it as a complex phenomenon that can have as much of a positive outcome on people’s lives as negative. What they criticize the most is the cynical use of people’s beliefs for personal gain. This is also underlined in the episode “Trapped in the Closet,” where the main protagonist concludes the episode:Cults are dangerous because they promise you to hope, happiness, and maybe even an afterlife. But in return, they demand you pay money. Any religion that demands you pay money in order to move up and learn its tenets is wrong.17

The point is that religious communities, such as Scientology, which demand money in order to gain religious insights, are fundamentally flawed. They are more like a pyramid scheme than a religious community.
Besides these overall political points that fall in line with the show’s general libertarian attitude, religion also plays other roles. Religions are often a marker of class and otherness, which is frequently used with the main Jewish protagonist Kyle. Religious figures often also play a role in the show, both as background characters or as a more crucial part of the narrative. In particular, Jesus and Satan often have a guest presence in the show and even have a show-down in the first season of the show.18 We will return to this use of religious figures because it adequately portrays the development of the libertarian moral embodied in a religious idol in the series.

4 Religion in Family Guy
Family Guy, unlike South Park, began from a critical position and only strengthened its severity over time. And such critique was not evenly spread. It has been especially heavy on some groups, such as Catholics, Muslims, and Jews. Comparing the series, Terry Lindvall wrote:The Simpsons privileged individual spiritual journeys shaped by liberal common sense as seen in episodes like “Homer the Heretic” and “She of Little Faith.” A form of secular humanism underlies South Park, with its “advertised” equal opportunity ridicule of all religions. Family Guy, with its unapologetic scientific atheism, promotes personal development along rational lines in contrast to what it portrays as delusional religious traditions. For example, the atheist dog Brian tells Meg that if God made her in His image, would He have really given her a flat chest and big ass and put her in a house where no one cared about her. The big bang of creation is enacted when God ignites a fart. Family Guy’s stereotypical caricatures are grounded in Feltmate’s “ignorant familiarity.”19

Similar to South Park, the series plays with a number of iconic figures, especially Jesus, to whom a number of episodes are explicitly devoted, but also references many others (such as God the Father, Vishnu, Buddha, etc.). But all these representations are based on what Feltmate described as “ignorant familiarity”—a set of stereotypical preconceptions that are based on limited knowledge and inadequate religious literacy. Mark Pinsky points out that the series was often described as “by far the meanest and coarsest animated comedy on network television.”20
An approach based on ignorant familiarity proved problematic because, instead of playing with these preconceptions, questioning them, and providing a more nuanced perspective like Simpsons or South Park, Family Guy had the potential to strengthen the ignorance of some of its viewers. Claiming to “make fun of everything” flattens power relations in a way that hides structural problems.21 It has a significant atheist bias and enforces stereotypical gender roles in its mostly young male audience.22 It criticizes identity politics and the overemphasis on racial politics but uses racial biases for its own purposes, reinforcing them concerning Jews, Muslims, African Americans, Mexicans, and others. As Nick Marx noted,The program’s compulsive habit of targeting–through flashbacks, cutaways, and narrative digressions–elements outside the Quahog storyworld gives it both a distinct comedic voice and a problematic mode of representing and reproducing power relations. (…)
In the contemporary era of digital convergence and the transmedial movement of television content, the most valuable target audience has become young men aged 18–34. In addition to discretionary spending and trendsetting powers, this demographic is seen as susceptible to the siren song of non-television media like video games and the Internet. These “lost boys,” as Wired dubbed them in 2004, “hunger for ‘authenticity,’” and “like things fresh, unpredictable, and uncensored. (…)
The low development costs of many comedic formats, along with viewers’ ability to consume them in bite-sized chunks, make them amenable to the transmedial strategies of distribution and consumption so prevalent today.23

As Kyle Karthauser notes, however, this specific use of rhetorical and narrative tools is a true ‘sign of the times’, as without a special aesthetical consciousness in its audience, even if it presents ignorance in other aspects, reception of Family Guy would be impossible. As he writes:This immensely popular program wouldn’t exist without this postmodern “rhizomic pastiche” (which, naturally, finds its perfect medium in the flat, virtual plane of the television screen) and a vast body of “ready-made” bracketed culture and history to mash together. Nor would it exist without a large audience comfortable with and fluent in the postmodern aesthetic. And though my characterization of “rhizomic pastiche” has so far been negative, it is only because now, after its maturation in the sphere of popular culture, we can see where it dead ends.24

To some extent, South Park relies on similar aesthetic sensibilities. In terms of aesthetics employed and in terms of content, then, both South Park and Family Guy could be viewed as the “signs of the times”—they operate as barometers of sorts for what happens in the social, political, and cultural life at the moment of airing. However, they present two different approaches to depicting them. While South Park tries to be fair and self-critical in its depiction, providing readers with some nuance in its portrayals and questioning stereotypes, Family Guy embraces its biases and plays on “ignorant familiarity.” These differences can be further explicated in the approach to the figure of Jesus in both series.

5 Cartoon Jesus—Between a Superhero and an Insecure Young Adult
Jesus in South Park appears in 29 episodes. In the first seasons, he was a frequent figure, but appearances have diminished in the later seasons from 2015 onwards. The show’s very first episode and pilot revolved around Jesus and his Christmas “battle” with, first, Frosty the Snowman and, later, Santa. This ensured his central role in the first three seasons, where he hosted a TV show on the local cable, which often ended in jerry-springer-like scenes, with people wrecking his studio while he tried to calm things down. The first two episodes introducing Jesus,25 made the same point about him. In both episodes, Jesus was put to the test, with doubt from local residents. More crucially, the church and the local Catholic priest also did not recognize Jesus and, in the episode “Damien,” ended up betting on the devil. In both episodes, the show is criticising the cultural complacency of the seemingly Christian communities and the fact that, despite the seemingly central role of Christ in Christianity, its followers often focus too much on its contingent elements, prioritize their everyday interests, and dampen down the radical character of its message. Jesus is recognized and helped only by children, who were not yet desensitized by the local status quo. This underlines the detachment between Jesus on the one hand and organized Christianity and a supposedly Christian community on the other. The kids perceived Jesus as their friend, which they can call for help, but he is not associated or present when they go to church, such as in the episode “Do the Handicapped Go to Hell?”26 The kids and their parents relate to the church and priest as an organisation, but the character Jesus is disassociated with this institution. Jesus is rather a flexible figure without attachment to a specific church and perhaps more a popular religious persona than one fixed to organized religion, despite his roots in Christianity.
In the long run, Jesus develops into a “supporting” character for the kids in South Park after 2015. He turns up to be an aide for them in a more and more powerful manner. This is best exemplified when Jesus is an actual superhero in “Super Best Friends,”27 saves Santa in “Red Sleigh Down,”28 and fights evil in “Imaginationland I–III.”29 In these episodes, Jesus becomes a champion of the kids, a “Super Best Friend” who either fixes the issues or at least tries to help the kids. In a way, he becomes the “invisible” and imagined friend of the main protagonists. He is never really portrayed in a negative manner, rather, the show plays on his duality underlining his humanness and errors in contrast to his supposed status as a deity. This is employed to the extreme in the episode “A Scause for Applause,”30 which makes fun of Lance Armstrong’s wristbands. The main protagonists, Stan and Jesus, play a satirical part, where they—like Armstrong—sell wristbands but are revealed to be frauds affected by doping. Jesus supports Stan and vice-versa throughout the episode. The act concludes with a moral point, and Jesus is shown with a “Free Pussy Riot” t-shirt.31 In this episode, despite the critique of moral abuse invested into wristbands, Jesus is not a negative character, but rather a figure caught in human errors, and in the end, allowed to stand as the moral high ground with his “Free Pussy Riot” t-shirt.
As Feltmate argues, “when religious leaders and organizations start claiming that Jesus wants people to do something, Jesus’s jokes enable people to resist and criticize their motives while also reflecting on the values and ethics.”32 Jesus is an enabler in South Park. He projects libertarian values, even willing to do coke, as mentioned in the introduction, and thereby makes fun of the assumed hypocrisy of conservative religious groups. He enables the joke by his mere presence. Jesus becomes a politically loaded popular cultural reference rather than a religious figure. In this way, the show highlights the growing disjunction between the figure of Christ and the organised Christianity. On the one hand, the show criticizes how little Christianity is in touch with Jesus and his teaching, which is more a critique of organized religion as such rather than the Christian message. It is a critique of complacency, as Jesus is usually only listened to by the kids, instead of the adults. On the other hand, the show underlines the fact that Jesus is no longer only a religious figure, but broader phenomenon with a cultural life of its own. Jesus is mediatized into a free-floating pop-image, which can be filled with whatever meaning. An image and figure no longer under the control of the church, the organised religion, but one up for grabs by everyone in the media-landscape.
Similar to South Park, Jesus is present in Family Guy from the series’ first season,33 although at first only in disparate gags (in his first appearance, during a few seconds, Jesus turns water into Funk). Overall, Jesus is mentioned or present in 36 episodes of the series, although he plays a larger role in only two.34 Most of the time, Jesus is a referential figure, not fully coherent (e.g., in most episodes, he is white, but in “Jerome is the New Black,”35 he is black, while in “Petergeist,”36 he is Chinese) whose narrative presence is only meant to play on a type of stereotype or the irony developed out of the clash between the sacred and profane.
Such clash, more generally, is emblematic of how the figure of Jesus is developed, playing on the mismatch between the people’s expectations of Jesus and his ‘normalness’—being an average representative of American society. Jesus is completely anthropomorphized—presented as fully human, while his divinity is only visible through supernatural powers, something that he mostly uses to realize his own or his buddies’ needs. In this sense, the Jesus of Family Guy is more like a Greco-Roman than a Judeo-Christian figure. He is also representing a misguided approach to celebrities and the struggles of a young man in society.
As a type of Greco-Roman divinity, he lives with his father in the clouds, and they regularly have earthly adventures together, often involving human weaknesses of sex, violence, and drugs.37 His presence as a sort of celebrity critique can be observed in a number of features, for example, in the direct-to-DVD movie “Stewie Griffin: The Untold Story,” where Jesus’s miracles are said to be overstated (Jesus is presented to do Arthur Metrano’s tricks). However, this critique is most visible in “I dream of Jesus,” where, after being discovered by Peter as a clerk in a record store, he decides on his second coming. While at first, no one recognizes him, he performs a miracle of walking on water to retrieve a dollar Peter lost in the fountain and becomes an instant celebrity. But instead of bringing a religious message, Jesus is drawn into becoming a typical modern celebrity, wearing a white suit, cap, and dark sunglasses and appearing on TV shows with an intoxicated audience. He also soon starts to neglect his old friends, binge drinks, sleeps around, and makes antisemitic comments before being finally arrested. In the final scenes of the episode, Jesus remarks that he might not have been mature enough for his second coming and, ultimately, leaves the world.
While the first two episodes make Jesus into a figure of critique, his struggles with maturity provide a space for young men to associate his challenges with their own. This is where Jesus represents the struggles of young men in society. Apart from the troubles described above, he has problems with his stepfather, Joseph,38 and he has to deal with his imperfect father, supporting him whenever he is in trouble.39 He pretends to be a virgin struggling to ‘get laid.’40 He has a problem with drug abuse.41
All of these representations do not build a coherent picture similar to that from South Park. Family Guy allows itself a much larger leeway of licentia poetica when it comes to the reference to Jesus. While relying on it heavily, it does not aim at coherence but employs it to prove a point or create a funny moment. And yet, it is consequent in its humanization of the figure, trying to deconstruct the divinity of Christ in the name of making everything profane–even if he has special powers, Jesus is meant to be an “average Joe,” to whom any reverence is a misguided approach. It could be argued that Family Guy emphasizes the cultural character of Jesus even more strongly than South Park. Instead of a religious figure, Jesus is portrayed as the ultimately relatable cultural figure, someone who embodies the struggles of the show’s viewer. Theologically, Family Guy positions itself in a simplified world, never allowing itself to move to a greater degree of complexity. It wants to provide its audiences with comfort, treading carefully so as not to disturb them or make them reflect.

6 A New Popular-Culturally Infused Political Theology?
However unlikely, South Park and Family Guy became spaces for theological reflection in the last three decades, the ‘signs of the time’ to be engaged with by theologians. And yet, such engagement with these works was scarce at best. The formative effect of both series on theological perceptions of both religious communities and religious figures has yet to be analyzed. In this chapter, our aim was to point to the possible directions that such an engagement could follow—or even needs to follow, right here and right now.
Although starting from similar libertarian/atheist positions, the two series present two different approaches to religion. South Park, even if highly critical of institutions and the hypocrisy of believers, allows for a more nuanced view in which religious beliefs can play a beneficial role in individual and communal life. They recognize some faults that cannot be mended, like requiring money to progress in spiritual development, but also are willing to accept others, like the man-made character of some beliefs, as long as they push the individual towards more ethical stances. Family Guy, on the other hand, fully embraces the ignorant familiarity, confirming potential biases, ridiculing religious themes, and relentlessly criticizing religious beliefs and stances.
One could then conclude that there is more space for theological reflection in South Park than in Family Guy. However, there seems to be a space for such reflection, even within the latter. For example, Nathan Carlin notes that Family Guy may inspire believers to take themselves less seriously, and make them reflect on issues such as the gender of God, the danger of God’s anthropomorphisation, or the problem of evil. It might also help them to see an external perspective on themselves.42
The figure of Jesus in both series seems to be the most visible ‘sign of the times.’ The celebrity character of Jesus points to the problems of idolization in American society. The humanization and Americanization of Jesus, his susceptibility towards human vices, as well as his friendly status towards the series’ main protagonists point out that the need for a deity that is both human and divine, as well as direct and close, is stronger than ever. At the same time, the likeness of Jesus in these cartoons is closer to the Greco-Roman ‘superman’ like character rather than the confessional Judeo-Christian deity.
In conclusion, Max Weber’s thesis confirms that “We live as did the ancients,”43 highlighting the results of rapid secularization and religious illiteracy of the popular audience. Jesus Christ has become a human with some superpower to juggle around modern life, but his connection to the church and the confessional creed is cut away. He has become a mediatized figure in himself, a popular figure.
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Abstract
With Beyoncé’s Lemonade (2016) as point of departure, this chapter discusses music as a spiritual technology. The centrality of music in Black lives and experiences includes questions about religion and spirituality. The chapter reads Lemonade within a tradition of Black cultural studies, with W. E. B. Du Bois and Amiri Baraka as central references. This history is arguably entangled in Beyoncé’s music and aesthetics, as is shown by an analysis and close reading of the song “Freedom,” and how this song is situated historically, musically, politically, and spiritually.
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1 Introduction
With the release of her album Lemonade in 2016, Beyoncé fortified her position as one of the most important popular music performers in the world. This is not only about record sales or media attention but also about how she became a point of reference for a number of cultural commentators, on a wide range of subjects. It was not, obviously, that she was unknown before 2016, as her career—and her fame—had been growing for a long time. But Lemonade still seems like a watershed. That Lemonade, like her earlier album Beyoncé from 2013, is a “visual album” contributes to this, as in a media-saturated world, the visuals seem even more obvious for interpretation than the songs alone. The visuals, that is, become crucial for how the album is understood. Already with the release of the single—and music video—“Formation,” on February 6, 2016, it was clear that the album, Lemonade, released on April 23, 2016, was ambitious. And then Beyoncé performed “Formation” live at the Super Bowl 50 halftime show the very next day, on February 7, 2016, thus being, in a quite literal sense all over the place in the media. As Emily Lordi writes in The Meaning of Soul: Black Music and Resilience since the 1960s: “In 2016, the hardest-working woman in pop music also revived soul-era politics by storming the field of the Super Bowl Halftime Show with black women dancers dressed in Black Panther gear.”1 Such a description of Beyoncé and Lemonade, however, has not even begun to address the most important reasons for the focus. While the above description is correct when it comes to attention, it seemingly forgets that Lemonade immediately was seen as a presentation of the whole field of Black lives and experiences, that it was seen as a political statement, engaged with presenting history and culture as integrated into the music and the film.
In his “Afro-philo-sonic Fictions,” Tavia Nyong’o opens by stating that: “Music has long been understood to be central to the lived experience of black people.”2 This centrality can also be understood as a claim to music’s importance for everything about “lived experience,” including questions about religion and spirituality. This can be seen, for example, in Salim Washington’s description of music and the “Afro-technological” where music is understood as having a spiritual effect on the physical world.From the beginning of African American existence, that is, starting with the Middle Passage, music has been a technology for transporting the minds, bodies, and souls—the very being of black folk—away from oppression and viciously circumscribed living conditions. Sometimes it was used to bring persons back “home,” whether to Mother Africa or to a familial mother in heaven. At other times the transporting was away from the smallness of being what Dorothy I. Height calls “a problem people” (rather than “a people with problems”) and into the expansiveness of full humanity.3

In this chapter, I take spirituality as a lens for interpreting Lemonade. A lens may not be the best metaphor, however, with its obvious visual bias. As a “visual album,” the visual side is often dominating the reception, but the musical part is equally important, and I will argue it participates in the album’s spiritual dimensions in important ways. This also follows from understanding the importance of music within African American and Afro-diasporic cultures, and from their discussions of a Black sonic archive.4 An important point of departure is thus the relations between music and spirituality.

2 Songs and Spirituality
In one of the foundational texts of Black Studies, W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (from 1903), Du Bois begins with a chapter entitled “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” and ends with a chapter on “The Sorrow Songs.” Already this framing shows how songs, music, and spirituality are intertwined in African American culture, something one can also find in Amiri Baraka’s book Blues People: Negro Music in White America (written under the name LeRoi Jones in 1965). The spiritual African American music, the songs of the Black Church, was, according to Baraka in many ways an Africanized music, also when some of the musical materials were “white hymns.”Rhythmic syncopation, polyphony, and shifted accents, as well as the altered timbral qualities and diverse vibrato effects of African music were all used by the Negro to transform most of the ‘white hymns’ into Negro spirituals. The pentatonic scale of the white hymn underwent the same ‘aberrations’ by which the early musicologists characterized African music. The same chords and notes in the scale would be flattened or diminished. And the meeting of the two different musics, the white Christian hymn and the Negro spiritual using that hymn as its point of departure, also produced certain elements that were later used in completely secular music.5

But church music, hymns, or spirituals is not the only source for thinking about spiritual strivings in music. What Du Bois called “the Sorrow Songs,” are also related to the blues. And as Baraka says: “The blues is formed out of the same social and musical fabric that the spiritual issued from, but with blues the social emphasis becomes more personal, the ‘Jordan’ of the song much more intensely a human accomplishment.”6 Or, in Du Bois’s words: “Through all the sorrow of the Sorrow Songs there breathes a hope—a faith in the ultimate justice of things. The minor cadences of despair change often to triumph and calm confidence. Sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a faith in the death, sometimes assurance of boundless justice in some fair world beyond.”7 In her book Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, Angela Davis writes: “The blues rose to become the most prominent secular genre in early twentieth-century black American music. As it came to displace sacred music in the everyday lives of black people, it both reflected and helped to construct a new black consciousness.”8 Thus, when Baraka points out that the music coming out of “the meeting of […] the white Christian hymn and the Negro spiritual” were later used in “completely secular music,”9 he at the same time illustrates how a strong dichotomy between sacred and secular music hardly makes sense in relation to Black music. In his somewhat later article “The Changing Same (R&B and New Black Music)” another dichotomy is kind of superseded, by Baraka insisting on the similarities between the early 1960s R&B on the one hand and “free jazz” (what Baraka calls New Black Music) on the other, and it is clear that what is common between these different genres of music is the blues or “the blues impulse.”10
But whereas the blues (and the gospel) is common to Black music, if one follows Baraka, this at the same time leads to spirituality. “Indeed, to go back in any historical (or emotional) line of ascent in Black music leads us inevitably to religion, i.e., spirit worship.”11 “The worship of spirit,” he writes, is “always at the root of Black art.”12 In this sense, one could argue that the blues is a spiritual technology and that relating to music—not only playing it, but also dancing, and listening (the whole relation to the music that Christopher Small in a slightly different context calls “musicking”13)—is also a spiritual endeavor.
The spiritual dimension, however, is also, according to Baraka, a result of the history of the Afro-diasporic and African American people. With enslavement there came a “breakdown of Black cultural tradition,” he writes, “including the breakdown of the Black pre-American religious forms.”14 And with Christianity being the only acceptable religion for enslaved people in the Americas, what he calls “spirit worship” changed. But as with the changing same and following his interpretation of the Black tradition as still “Africanized,” this changed historical situation still has African elements to it, and Christianity thus to a degree is “Afro-Christian.”The stripping away, gradual erosion, of the pure African form as means of expression by Black people and the gradual embracing of mixed Afro-Christian, Afro-American forms, is an initial reference to the cultural philosophy of Black People, Black Art.15

This also, according to Baraka, testified in how musicians have a church background, but this church background is more than just a Christian experience, it is a continuous relation to the historical background of the Black experience, and thus also fits with what he refers to as “the changing same,” even if that formulation is more commonly seen as related to developments of musical forms. The blues, however, also take part in spiritual strivings, also relate to something beyond or yonder. And the understanding of the blues as “the Devil’s music,” in a dichotomy to the gospel of the Church, is only, at best, half the truth. I argue, instead, that “the blues” is a “spiritual technology” (in the movie The Last Angel of History, from 1995, it is called “a Black secret technology”), and as such says something about how music fabricates relations between its practitioners, including both musicians and listeners.16 The Sorrow Song, the Spiritual, and the Blues are the beginning of Black Music in America. Developed out of African musical practices and Africanized versions of European hymns and songs, it is, as Du Bois writes: “not simply […] the sole American music, but […] the most beautiful expression of human experience born his side of the seas.”17 The development of Black music in the twentieth and twenty-first century return to these musical forms, repeat them, renegotiate them, and in many ways gives the music a place as a sonic archive, as the place where stories are stored and retold.

3 Spirits
As Valerie Bridgeman tells us in “Looking for Beyoncé’s Spiritual Longing,” Beyoncé grew up in St. John’s Downtown Houston, a United Methodist Church.18 And as anyone researching African American music in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries will know, a background in a church is not unusual for singers as well as musicians. What is also important, however, is that the musical as such can be understood in relation to elements of the church, such as “the religious” and not least spirituality. While spirituality may be a somewhat difficult term to define precisely—as there are numerous definitions at stake—there seem to be elements of overlap between spirituality and the musical, to such a degree that music itself can be understood as a “spiritual technology.” Salim Washington argues, in his article “The Avenging Angel of Creation/Destruction,” that there are “technological properties of black music and music making per se,” and that music “can be understood as a technology in the instances when it also has effects on the physical world; the corporeal reality of music can include spirit possession.”19 His examples are from Pentecostal and Baptist congregations, and he draws on his own experiences playing in the Church of God in Christ, where his experience is that it was different performance skills at stake in the church than in what he terms “the jazz world.”In the church world, however, I discovered that music was evaluated not for the technical details of the music but rather for its “anointing,” the degree to which the saints “shouted” or “got happy.” That is, if the music brought the Holy Ghost down, then it was good music.20

If music is seen as bringing the Holy Ghost down, it functions like a mediation between the corporeal reality of the congregations and a spiritual domain of the Holy Ghost (the Holy Ghost itself is understood, arguably, as mediating between God and the world). There may be differences between different congregations, and Washington’s main example of the Church of God in Christ may be an ultimate experience of Holiness in relation to music. Still, the relation between music on the one hand, and religion or spirituality on the other is not the domain of the Holiness Churches alone.
Even with the differences within Christian denominations, the spiritual traditions referenced in Lemonade are much broader. Still, there seems to be an agreement that what Washington is referencing as bringing the Holy Ghost down, has parallels in these traditions. When Kameelah Martin, in Envisioning Black Feminist Voodoo Aesthetics, writes:The inscription of African ritual cosmologies on the black female body, what I am terming Voodoo aesthetics, has been deployed in visual media for varying purposes. Voodoo aesthetics become manifest in the performance of ceremony, the inclusion of sacred objects or accoutrements on the body, the use of the body as a vessel for Spirit, and various other associations between persons of African descent and African religious iconography.21

Lindsey Stewart quotes the above in the article “Something Akin to Freedom,” arguing that Martin “develops another framework that can be used to interpret Lemonade. She defines ‘voodoo aesthetics’ as ‘the inscription of African ritual cosmologies on the black female body’ through the ceremony, adornment of the body, spirit possession or ‘mounting’, etc..”22 And Martin has already shown this relevance herself in the epilogue to Envisioning Black Feminist Voodoo Aesthetics, dedicated to Beyoncé’s Lemonade, and explicitly written as the book was coming to a close. For Martin, Lemonade “is a tribute to the feminine divine, Africanly imagined”,23 which is also key in The Lemonade Reader, which Martin edited together with Kinitra D. Brooks, and throughout that book as well, topics on African and Afro-diasporic spirituality or spiritual practices are abundant.24

4 Lemonade
Lemonade is deeply rooted in Black culture, and whereas one could argue that Black culture has always been an important part of Beyoncé’s oeuvre, this relation has arguably become more explicit and outspoken from the release of “Formation” and on. The day after the music video to “Formation” was released, Beyoncé performed the song at the Super Bowl halftime show, with sartorial tributes to Michael Jackson and the Black Panthers. And the video itself references Hurricane Katrina (2005), as well as antebellum and Louisiana Creole culture. As for a political context around Beyoncé’s work, that is also much older, as Daphne Brooks shows in “All That You Can’t Leave Behind,”25 and for example on B’Day (2006) clearly references some of the same historical and geographical contexts as Lemonade. And the question of geography is clearly important in Beyoncé’s political endeavor, with a focus on New Orleans, Louisiana, and more generally on the South. As Aisha Durham writes: “Beyoncé’s shifting on-stage identity framed through the lens of region, race, class, and sexuality elucidates the types of performances that are rewarded in the popular.”26 Thus, an intersectional perspective is clearly needed. The historical relations to Black southern women are obvious but are at the same time put in touch with the contemporary political situation with police brutality and killings. History is not simply the past; the present contains traces of history.
Take the video to “Hold Up”—and across the album—where she channels the Yoruba goddess and orisha Oshún, a water orisha. The water imagery on the album thus becomes a spiritual dimension, related to “baptism” and to beginnings, but also to the Middle Passage, as well as a female spiritual space. As womanist theologian Yolanda Pierce writes in her article “Black Women and the Sacred,” on Lemonade Beyoncé takes us to church.27 But it is not only a church, it is also a spiritual space for meetings, negotiations, hybridity, and syncretism.
The film version of Lemonade is more than a string of music videos. The film is divided into eleven chapters, titled “Intuition,” “Denial,” “Anger,” “Apathy,” “Emptiness,” “Accountability,” “Reformation,” “Forgiveness,” “Resurrection,” “Hope,” and “Redemption” respectively. In addition to Beyoncé’s songs, there are passages from poems by Warshan Shire throughout the video, and together the themes, the songs, the poetry, and the visuals are much more than “just” music videos to the album. This way, the album also can be understood as a concept album, and the film is helping the audience see this, where the music and the lyrics could take the interpretation in slightly different directions.
This is also in contrast to an often-found focus on singles or tracks, where one could get the impression that the very format of the album was about to become obsolete. This, however, does not mean that Lemonade is backward-looking to another time and age in music, although the album is deeply rooted in African American history and culture. Both musically and visually the album is multifaceted and diverse, showing how history and the present are entangled. These musical and visual dimensions are obviously filled with cultural references, which is arguably one reason that even a general audience could sense the ambitions of the album when it was released.
One thematic strand of the album is focused on African and Afro-diasporic spirituality. And this focus on history, ancestry, and the diasporic, gives an appearance of something close to a syncretistic element, arguably mirroring the diversity of visual and musical sources. Lemonade is not only a spiritual album, but I do think spirituality is an important dimension of the album. In that, the album partakes in a long African American tradition of negotiating spirituality in music. At the same time, I do think that Lemonade is an album dealing with gender and sexuality—it is, in my view, a strong feminist statement—and also dealing with race, not least race in America or the USA. As such, the album needs an intersectional analysis, where intersectional obviously means that all the different crossroads the album partakes in should be analyzed. Such intersectional approaches are explicitly found in a number of essays in The Lemonade Reader, already in the introduction, where the editors Kinitra D. Brooks and Kameelah L. Martin write:The overwhelming response to Lemonade by black women of all ethnicities, classes, and creeds is a testament to the undeniable, though often unrecognized, power of black women’s lived experiences. Black women—as mothers, daughters, wives, and as their own, self-actualized beings—have to negotiate multiple identities and forms of oppression. The visual album gave voice to how black women maneuver through the triple jeopardy of race, class, and gender in the twenty-first century. […] our collection reflects the broad, yet uniquely specific black feminist investigation into constructions of gender, spirituality, black southern identity, and the presence of Ancestors.28

As both the term “creed” and “spirituality” make clear; this intersectionality also includes questions of religion and spirituality, and The Lemonade Reader makes this clear on a number of occasions.
Beyoncé’s Lemonade, and her music in general, is of course also a part of this tradition, and her music should be heard within discourses of Black music across history. Often she is also explicitly referencing the past, riffing on it, signifying it, and making the past relevant in the now. With the “visual album,” it may be easier, for a lot of listeners-viewers, to see the historical references rather than to hear them, but this also depends upon the audience’s familiarity with the musical culture. But both on the musical and the visual sides, there are a number of details to unpack related to how history is referenced. This historical introduction still seems important to make, so as to establish the consequences—and seriousness—of addressing these questions. If the blues established a new kind of subjectivity, hitherto non-existing, as “post-slavery” made reinvention necessary, this new subjectivity partly comes out of trauma. And Beyoncé’s Lemonade can also be seen—in the narrative of the album—as working with and/or through a traumatic period in the singer’s (or the “role”) life. The question about whether the “story” of Lemonade is Beyoncé’s own story, or a presentation of a narrative where Beyoncé plays a role is arguably not the most interesting question. In many ways, it makes sense to say it is both. The personal is also social, and the trauma is clearly also about being Black in America, being a Black Woman in America, both historically and contemporary.

5 Blurring Boundaries
In “The Changing Same (R&B and New Black Music),” Baraka writes: “Indeed, to go back in any historical (or emotional) line of ascent in Black music leads us inevitably to religion, i.e., spirit worship.”29 One could use that quote also in discussing how Beyoncé (her name here also used to describe all the players behind her album) is showing history as both trauma and “spirit worship.” And whereas Baraka claims that “Black Music is African in origin, African American in its totality, and its various forms (especially the vocal) show just how the African impulses were redistributed in its expression, and the expression itself became Christianized and post-Christianized,”30 not least on the visual side of Lemonade, there are also clear references to both African and Afro-diasporic spirituality.31
Washington too notes “spirit possession” as one of the realities that music as technology can bring about, and in his argument, it is a focus on sound, whereas Martin primarily focuses on visuals and the body. Still, there is much in common. And as Janell Hobson writes, about “Formation,” in Venus in the Dark: “Here is no clearer example of the pop star’s insistence on blurring the boundaries between the heteronormative and the queer, between the hypersexual and the respectable, between the sacred and the profane, and especially between Christianity and African religion.”32 This blurring of boundaries, however, also constitutes a challenge for interpreting Lemonade, as there is a fluidity also in the categories available for the interpretation.
The editors of The Lemonade Reader are wisely entitling Part II “Of her spiritual strivings,” and thus echoing DuBois with an important change. Where DuBois writes “Of Our Spiritual Strivings,” the editors write about her spiritual strivings, thus underscoring not primarily the personal or individual, but the female. It is, then, a female spiritual striving, or at least that is the question and challenge raised by the title as well as the contributions to the Reader.Lemonade, her visual album, is a visual and sonic exhibit of Beyoncé’s ‘extreme talent’. It also is a recognition that she grew up in the stew of black church tradition, American black Southern conjuring traditions, black esotericism, and longing. The collection in its visual form may also be an expression of her own spirituality at most, or her homage to a diverse Africana spirituality at least.33

Bridgeman moves on, arguing that “to understand fully” what is happening on Lemonade, “we must turn quickly to Africa and to the African-derived traditions, like Santería, Vodún, and Candomblé, whose practitioners managed to preserve for enslaved people a memory of home and healing.”34 Thus, the Black Church is not alone in the spiritual landscape of Lemonade. Rather, what is found is a mixture of a number of religious and spiritual traditions, but they together play into “her spiritual strivings” as well as to an understanding of how discussing “spirituality” in relation to Beyoncé is necessarily complex. It is as if distinctions between “spirituality” and “culture” is not really possible, and in extension, distinctions between religion and politics may be impossible to hold up as well. This last point becomes clear when Bridgeman connects spirituality with freedom.What Beyoncé does is conjure a new beginning, then asks us to get in line/in formation. If conjurers also have the ability to read the future, Beyoncé has read as well. If this hybrid way of knowing the divine leads us to freedom, she dances us to liberty. These visions are consonant with stories we’ve heard from fierce Southern religious women, as well as significations of ancient African traditions in Yoruba/Ifa. What Beyoncé has done for us is given us an artist’s way to freedom through spiritual r/evolution and longing.35

This also indicates that an idea such as freedom is also about spirituality, about the strivings and longing to be free. As Nina Simone sings on her 1967 album Silk & Soul: “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free.” In the music video for “Sandcastle,” we see an LP player and the cover of Simone’s album, thus referencing a musical ancestor, one of the singers known as “the voice of the movement” (the Civil Rights Movement). While Simone’s version is not the original of “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free”—the song was written by Billy Taylor and Dick Dallas, and first recorded by Taylor in 1963—it has an effect of a quasi-original. Simone’s version is different from Taylor’s in containing lyrics, thus opening up questions about how also the instrumental version partakes in the discourse on freedom. Yet another important dimension in this context is what happens when a woman sings this song. While the freedom referenced might in one way be the same, a contextual reading of the song should also pay attention to the gendered differences of “freedom”—in other words, that freedom might look different from a male and a female perspective. This focus also rings true with the sample from Malcolm X interpolated into “Don’t Hurt Yourself,” from a speech from 1962, where Malcolm X is saying: “The most disrespected person in America is a black woman. The most unprotected person in America is a black woman. The most neglected person in America is a black woman.” Thus not only is Beyoncé referencing the music from the time of the Civil Rights Movement, but the orators and speakers are also present, thus presenting a continuum in Black history as part of the negotiations on the album.

6 Freedom
At the 2016 BET Awards, on June 26, 2016, Beyoncé performed “Freedom” together with Kendrick Lamar. Opening the performance, the voice of Martin Luther King, Jr. was heard, with a clip from his “I Have a Dream” speech (from 1963), and then female dancers marched onto the stage. The marching resembles Beyoncé’s performance of “If I Were a Boy” from the Grammy Award in 2010, but here they are used to a very different result. Whereas the performance of “If I Were a Boy” seemed to stage a militaristic event, “Freedom” is different. The male soldiers of the 2010 performance are substituted with female dancers, with body paint, and the colors are different. While there are male singers too during the performance of “Freedom,” and while Kendrick Lamar will appear after a while, the female and femininity are highlighted, together with water, the singers and Beyoncé dancing and stomping in water, becoming one with a watery element. This is, arguably, the closest a live performance can come to the topic of water also found throughout the Lemonade film.
The performance of “Freedom” at the 2016 BET Awards resembles how the song was performed during The Formation World Tour, and not least the dancing in water has been highlighted also in relation to water as one of the elements—in all senses of the word—of the visual album of Lemonade. “Freedom” contains samples from “Let Me Try” (written by Frank Tirano, performed by Kaleidoscope), samples from “Collection Speech/Unidentified Liming Hymn” recorded by Alan Lomax in 1959 and performed by Reverend R. C. Crenshaw, as well as from “Stewball” recorded by Alan Lomax and John Lomax in 1947 performed by Prisoner “22” at Mississippi State Penitentiary. These samples are different from the use of MLK’s voice in the live performance, but they have some of the same effects when it comes to the historical archive of Black culture. “Let Me Try” from Kaleidoscope’s 1969 album Kaleidoscope is a psychedelic rock album with the organ in the foreground of the sound, the same organ heard in the opening of Beyoncé’s track. The recordings of Alan Lomax used are also of high interest, as they are more than just found sound or samples. Lomax’s importance in documenting the sounds of Black culture, and thus establishing a sonic Black archive can hardly be overestimated. It is also of interest that Zora Neale Hurston traveled to Georgia and Florida with Alan Lomax and Mary Elisabeth Barnicle in 1935 to research African American song traditions.
In this particular context, however, it is also the use of this archive that is of interest. While using samples in music can mean a number of things, one dimension that is clear is that it is always a juxtaposition of two different historical time-layers, one from the past (where the sample originated) and one in the present when the sample is used in a (contemporary) song. There are aesthetic dimensions to using samples, as well as dimensions of being “the first” or being able to find original or highly catching samples. Such aesthetic dimensions are found, for example, with Beyoncé’s “Crazy in Love” (from her solo debut album Dangerously in Love (2003)), where the sample from The Chi-Lites’s “Are You My Woman (Tell Me So)” (from the 1970 album I Like Your Lovin’ (Do You Like Mine)), is a central part of the song, contributing the catchy opening. And the sample is acknowledged to such a degree that Eugene Record is given co-writing credits for the song (understandable when hearing the song, but obviously also a part of the juridical dimensions of sample use). There is something similar happening in “Freedom” as in “Crazy in Love,” in the sense that Frank Tirado is given co-writing credits. This is his composition “Let Me Try” from Kaleidoscope’s album Kaleidoscope (1969). Again it is one of the highly significant sounds on Beyoncé’s track that is actually sampled from somewhere else, which is probably the main reason for the co-writing credits. In both songs, it is significant that the originals are from the end of the ‘60s and the beginning of the ‘70s, thus bridging sonically between two different points in time, thus simultaneously also between two different historical contexts. References to history, the use of the Black sonic archive, is highly significant and can be said to establish historical, political, and cultural continuity, as well as partaking in the sonic life of Black folks.
There are, however, arguably some central differences in the use of samples on “Crazy in Love” and “Freedom” respectively, coming from the fact of where the samples are used, that is to say, Beyoncé’s songs more than the songs the samples are taken from. On the other hand, the combination of samples might also be significant, in that the different sonic layers contribute to the overall meaning of the track. Whether one needs to recognize the samples for this meaning to arise, appear, emerge, is another question. Here the two samples from Lomax are important, where one is from a church context and the other from a penitentiary, and where one contains a known person—Reverend R C Crenshaw—and the other a nameless, anonymous one, “Prisoner ‘22’.” What kind of history is inscribed in the song with these references? And what does it have to do with freedom?
Finally, the way Beyoncé uses samples can also be related more closely to a spiritual tradition in how she samples from gospel music. An interesting parallel here exists between Jay-Z’s “Family Feud” from his album 4:44 (from 2017), a song featuring Beyoncé, from an album often read as Jay-Z’s answer to Beyoncé’s Lemonade. Again, the personal dimensions, of the relationship between the couple, infidelity, marriage, as well as family, are highlighted and have been important in the reception of the albums. “Family Feud” samples The Clark Sisters’ song “Ha Ya” and also features Beyoncé’s voice, and this becomes even more telling when Beyoncé on her later album, Renaissance (from 2022), also samples from The Clark Sisters. Her song “Church Girl” uses a sample from The Clark Sisters’ “Center of Thy Will,” and together with “Family Feud” thus inscribes a very clear gospel dimension to these two songs. One could also argue that in a similar way to how samples can be used to communicate across history—and clearly, they do that as well—here The Clark Sisters become a mediating musical link both to the church and to gospel history, as well as between Jay-Z’s song and Beyoncé’s song (both songs are produced by No I.D., and so one could also do a more musical, technical argument, but I do believe the signifying and communicative structures following from these samples are more important than just whatever sample a producer may want to use).
The music video to “Family Feud” is also of interest here. Directed by Ava DuVernay, there is a science-fiction element to it, as it is explicitly mentioned that the year is 2444, and the video moves through different eras. One scene, in 2050, is led by a number of women called “The Founding Mother.” One of them references what her father used to say, and we are transported back to 2018, where Blue Ivy (the oldest daughter of Jay-Z and Beyoncé) is watching her parents perform in a church. Thus a counter-history of the USA, using the future as an example to change the narrative going forward, with Founding Mothers rather than Founding Fathers, seems to play into an almost Afrofuturist narrative, where not only family but also a collective of women are set to establish a new USA upon the ruins of an old one. The gospel sample, and the church, however, in this narrative also open for the possibility of reading the new as being a repetition of elements of the old, aligning with Amiri Baraka’s understanding of the changing same. Thinking the African past—and some kind of African future—is also seen in references to Egyptian—or Kemetian—symbolism, such as the royal figure at the beginning of Beyoncé’s Coachella performance or in the video to “Family Feud.” This is another important strand in thinking about African American identity, but also a counter-historical way of establishing another past which is the “slave narrative.” When Beyoncé enters into this conversation, she thus at the same time is in conversation with esoteric thinking among Black Americans. The capability to see and interpret religious symbolism—as well as the capability to hear spirituality in music (sonic spirituality) but, as I also said earlier, also understanding how music and spirituality intersect. So, in conclusion, what Beyoncé is doing on Lemonade, or, rather, one of the things Beyoncé is doing on Lemonade, is to present a new space that articulates her Southern Creole identity in relation to other Afro-diasporic dimensions, centering around spirituality, folklore, and ways of knowing. This space is also related to the ancestors, but in the historical negotiation this also contributes to a re-negotiation of history, and bridges between the past, the present, and the future.
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Abstract
This chapter argues that Islamic theology and popular culture are evolving in tandem, making studies of popular cultural expressions a possible tool to understanding political dimensions of Islamic discourse. The chapter highlights that political theology extends beyond traditional settings into popular culture. Central to this discussion is the notion of ethical empowerment. It examines the song “Ramadan is Here” by Raef, a Muslim, Washington-based singer-songwriter, who is a successful artist in the new wave of Islamic popular music that has surged since the early 2000s. Artists and celebrities often influence societal norms, shape public debates, and impact socio-political landscapes through their creative works and personas. By focusing on a devout Muslim celebrity, the study underscores Muslim celebrities’ role in intertwining religion with socio-political developments, revealing the broader implications of their artistic endeavours.
Keywords
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1 Introduction
Focusing on the song “Ramadan is Here”, this chapter analyses a new type of Islamic popular music that has grown exponentially since the early noughties.1 I argue that Islamic theology and popular culture are organically developing together; therefore, as the chapter emphasizes, expressions of Islam in popular culture are crucial for understanding the political implications of Islamic discourse. The perception of ethical empowerment is at the heart of the matter.2 The overall aim is to demonstrate that political theology can also be found in popular culture. The activities of artists and other celebrities generally have an impact on society and may set trends and shape debates and socio-political contexts through their creative expressions and respective persona. Thus, it is vital to investigate how celebrities who aim to come across as devout Muslims are interlaced with socio-political developments.3
I present the different layers of the song (lyrics, music, production, images) and increasingly contextualize it (by genre and in relation to Islamic discourse, ethical empowerment, and politics) to explain how the broader picture is manifested in the details. The different layers serve as headings. This method of presentation is inspired by Daughtry and based on the idea of increasing the complexity of contextualization and analyses by allowing the reader to engage with one aspect after the other.4 As the richness of information increases, so does comprehension. The sequence of layers is arbitrary as there is no natural order; indeed, the layers themselves only exist by virtue of my naming them as such.

2 Material and Research Context
“Ramadan is Here” is written and performed by Washington-born, Maryland-based singer-songwriter Raef Haggag, professionally known by his first name. The track and its accompanying music video were released in connection with Ramadan 2018 and the song was later featured on Mercy (2019), Raef’s second album.
“Ramadan is Here” is the first song by Raef that has reached outside of the Muslim communities. For example, Raef states in a 2022 email that several music teachers at public schools in the UK, US, and Canada have requested sheet music or karaoke versions to be able to sing the song in the classroom. It makes the song very special to him.
Raef is of Egyptian descent, but he has mainly lived in the USA. He picked up the guitar in his youth and soon started to play at local venues and joined minor bands. After winning a nationwide song contest for best Islamic song in 2008, he got to tour the USA together with Outlandish, a Danish RnB/hip hop outfit that enjoyed global success at the time, and Dawud Wharnsby, a pioneer of the new pop nashid (see layer 5) in North America.5 Eventually, he was offered a record deal with the successful Islamic media company Awakening,6 known for having launched Muslim superstar Sami Yusuf’s career in 2004. His debut album, The Path (2014), established Raef as a promising act and allowed him to tour with the label’s major acts including Maher Zain and Mesut Kurtis.
Raef has had substantial success, particularly in Indonesia, where his song “You Are The One” made it big, but also in North America. Through Awakening’s contacts in Indonesia, mainly media mogul Ebu Rina and her media company DNA, Raef had the opportunity to record a recurrent Ramadan TV documentary series, “Journey of a Backpacker”, in which he toured the many islands of the country on a motorbike, exploring their history, sites and religious customs, and interviewing people from the perspective of an American Muslim. The show, broadcast from 2016 to 2020, was very popular. Raef also performs regularly in North America and is a sought-after act at Islamic meetings, such as conferences and gatherings, yearly meetings of Islamic organizations and the like.
Most fans call the songs of these artists nashid,7 which simply means song in Arabic, but modern connotations, especially when used in Europe or the USA, connect nashid to songs with Islamic themes.
I first met Raef during fieldwork when I followed Awakening artists on tour through England in the autumn of 2014. I had the privilege of traveling with them on the tour bus and being with them backstage. Later, in autumn 2017, I followed a second similar tour. I interviewed Raef formally in 2014 but mostly he and I have had a lot of discussions in informal settings: on the bus or in the green room. I have seen him perform more than twenty times and watched all his videos, listened to all his songs, looked at a lot of promotional material, followed him on social media, and had email exchanges with him. This chapter draws from all of that, some additional interviews made during the same fieldwork, and a multimodal social semiotic inventory and analysis of the song ‘Ramadan is Here’.8 At times, I specify the source of my information, but it would be inconvenient to footnote it all.

3 Layer 1: The lyrics
The lyrics give “Ramadan is Here” a direction—a topic or theme. Evidently, lyrics and music are intimately connected, but the music is addressed below. The lyrics are as follows (reproduced as printed in Mercy’s CD folder):Verse I
With hope in our eyes,
We search through the skies
Waiting for our old friend
With loved ones nearby and our spirits high
A blessed time we’ll spend
In both love and in fear to Allah we draw near
Hands raised to the sky
O Allah, please forgive us!
And guide us to Paradise

Chorus:
Ramadan is here!
Allah’s mercy is near!
Time to give, time to share,
Time to show we care
‘Cause Ramadan is here!

Verse II
All day and all night,
Noble words we’ll recite
Healing our hearts with Quran
Revealed on the Night of Power
A guide for this world till the end
Like past nations have done,
We’ll fast for the One
Creator, from Him shines all light
O Allah, please forgive us!
And guide us to Paradise

Chorus

Verse III
With friends and family,
We’ll break bread and be
Thankful for all we have
Spending our nights in prayer
A chance for a brand new path
A month to let go of grudges we hold
Time to make it right
O Allah, please unite us!
And guide us to Paradise
Oh and guide us to Paradise!

Chorus x2
Oh Ramadan is here



The lyrics are straightforward. Ramadan is coming, and Raef and the collective of Muslims he is conjuring up as the “we” of the lyrics are looking forward to it. They look up to the skies waiting to see the new moon signaling the start of the month of fasting. Among Muslims in the USA and Europe, fasting is frequently ranked as the most popular holiday of all the Islamic ones.9 Apart from the rulings about fasting and eating, Ramadan is seen in theology as a month of reflection and as a time of socializing and celebrating among most Muslims. These two dimensions are mixed in the lyrics, as they often are in real life.
The theological aspect is captured in ideas like love and fear of Allah, hoping for Allah’s forgiveness, mercy, and guidance to paradise, the holy status of the Quran, and the advice to let go of grudges. Further, expressions like “the One Creator”, “and till the end” point to a linear world created by Allah, a world that will eventually end by the will of Allah and lead people to paradise or hell. The theology is also visible in the capitalization of concepts like “the One”, “Paradise” and “Night of Power”; this, let us call it “religious capitalization”, signals the respect for and serious religious meaning behind the concepts used. The social aspect can be found in phrases about loved ones, friends, and family, breaking bread, and being high-spirited. The acts of charity and sharing cut across both dimensions.
The lyrics to “Ramadan is Here” are typical of a new form of Islamic-themed pop music that has been developing since the mid-1990s, which is celebratory of both Muslim identity and the Islamic faith, in this case, specifically Ramadan. It is part of a trend in the repertoire of the artists engaging in this music to write catchy songs to provide future soundtracks for Islamic holidays and marriage ceremonies that may be commercially successful and come in handy at live concerts on the right occasion. Many artists have a Ramadan song, and it is no coincidence that Raef has one now.
Compared to the lyrics of the rest of the album, “Ramadan is Here” is positive and religiously normative in a straightforward way. Other songs deal with doubt, American politics, trust, racism, and egotism. In that way, Raef’s lyrics are not always typical of the pop nashid genre. Its closest sibling on the album, thematically, is “Alhamdu Lillah” which is about being guided by Allah in life.
Before being recorded, all Awakening lyrics are discussed with other artists and, not least, Awakening Records’ director, Bara Kherigi, to ensure they resonate with Sunni beliefs. Bara Kherigi was brought up in the UK in a home where Islam was very important, politically and spiritually. He has a BA in sharia from al-Azhar University in Cairo and a law BA from SOAS in London, moreover, is very knowledgeable about North American and UK pop music. He has contributed to the writing of lyrics since the first Awakening album, the very successful debut of Sami Yusuf, al-Mu’allim (2004), for which he wrote most of the lyrics.
At times, Bara Kherigi is involved in the early stages of Raef’s lyrics’ writing. I sat opposite them both on the tour bus in 2017 when they were working on a new song. Sharing a pair of in-ear headphones, they were listening to a demo and experimenting with lyrics, discussing their implications in relation to Islam but also debating the measures and sound texture of words and consonants. I have been told stories of commissioned lyrics writers getting nuances wrong and Bara Kherigi having to step in and change them. Raef knows his religion well but checking lyrics with Bara Kherigi or working with him directly provides that extra security and confirmation.
The lyrics exist in relation to the music as lyrics are not intended to be free-standing poetry; they are presented as melodies. Hence, I turn to the music next.

4 Layer 2: The Music and the Recording of It
“Ramadan is Here” is vocals and guitar-based with a prominent beat marking the quarter notes, pushing the 4/4 rhythm forward. The beat is made by Raef and another musician stomping their feet in the studio plus a bass drum, together producing a layered yet simple, unmuffled, folkish drum sound. It is rather up-tempo (about 115 ppm) and played in a major key (D). Raef’s voice is clean, and his diction clear. The lead vocals are often doubled, creating a fuller sound. The voice is autotuned when Raef strains his voice to hit the high notes of the chorus. Rather than just beating out the chords, the undistorted main guitar combines strumming and picking; some strummed chords are added, especially to the refrain.
The song has a common pattern with the singer-songwriter genre of Anglo-American pop music. It starts with a short intro featuring the key elements of the song but with an additional glockenspiel-like sound played on a synthesizer repeating four tones. The first verse is followed by the chorus. All through the song new instruments are added. The third verse takes the music down to the picked guitar in the first half of the verse, then other instruments enter. That verse ends in a hook sung in the higher register, hammering home the core message of the song: “guide us to Paradise.” The chorus is then repeated twice giving the song an expected structure: intro//verse//chorus//verse//chorus//verse//hook//chorus//chorus.
The production is typical of a pop song. It clocks in at 3:53 and the volume stays the same regardless of whether Raef is singing along to a guitar or accompanied by a host of instruments and choirs. In a video called the “Making of ‘Ramadan is Here’—Behind the Scenes with Raef”, Raef expands on the idea behind it:I know very well that there is a ton of Ramadan’s songs already out there, many of them have been out for decades if not even longer than that, but what I want to do different with this Ramadan song is to have a very clear Western vibe to it because that’s the kind of music that I’m attracted to […] I’m hoping that this song, inshallah, will be just one part of developing a Western Ramadan culture.10

“Western vibe” becomes code for American singer-songwriter tradition. Islamic-themed songs can be found in numerous Anglo-American music genres like hip-hop and jazz but also country and punk. Still, no truly successful Muslim rock acts have come out of North America to date.
Most tracks are cut in Nashville, Tennessee, which fulfilled an old dream of Raef’s. In 2019, when discussing the recording experience with Raef by email, he was in awe of the talent available to the studio. That Raef had the budget to record in Nashville speaks volumes about the faith that Awakening has in his abilities as an artist.

5 Layer 3: Contemporary Christian Music
Most of the musicians, producers, mixers, and engineers involved in “Ramadan is Here” are not Muslims. That is surprisingly common for this type of music.11 It is not because of their faith that they are engaged but because of the level of their craftsmanship.
Nashville is known as a Centre for Contemporary Christian Music (CCM) and the record’s producer, Nick Baumhardt,12 and most of the musicians were, according to Raef, devout Christians engaged in CCM. Raef found the Christians excellent collaboration partners as they could relate to the challenges of making rock music for an audience that might have religiously conservative values when it comes to music. When I asked about his relations with CCM, Raef wrote back in a 2022 email that he loves the genre, adding, jokingly, minus “the shirky stuff”, a reference to Muslim reservations about the Christian trinity. He added:My Mercy album is in fact, a very Muslim Rock album, in many ways influenced and inspired by Contemporary Christian Music. It has left many in my community confused, and I don’t believe Muslim Rock13 will take off as rapidly as Christian Rock has, only because the Church has an established connection with worship music—a far cry from what we have in the Muslim community.14

The (assumed) confusion likely stems from the novelty of the expression. As Raef points out, “Maybe 100 years from now Muslim Rock will be a thing and they’ll look back and perhaps identify some of my songs as the seeds for that genre.” As of now, it is a marginal phenomenon, unlike CCM, which has a huge market. Raef sent me a few clips with examples of CCM and bands that are adjacent to CCM or flirt with it. Artists like American Vertical Worship and Australian Hillsong Young & Free share some traits with “Ramadan is Here”: the clarity of the voice and the pronounced lyrics, for example. The general soundscape is also recognizable, which should be expected as the skills of the musicians and producers are mainly engaged in producing CCM. Evidently, some recording ideals are typical of the time and depend on ever-changing aesthetic ideas and the progression of recording technology.
If the lyrics are ignored, “Ramadan is Here” could be assumed to be CCM. However, the lyrics anchor the song in Islam, making it plausible to experience it as an Islamic pop song. The lyrics and music taken together seem to require audiences to rethink expectations in order to blend the song’s semiotic resources into a whole. Yet genres are the unstable results of the practices of taste cultures, marketing tools, and the expectations and creative discursivity of artists, musicians, and producers, all taken together.15 By combining already existing expressions in new ways, Raef creatively forms something new, yet recognizable. In fact, as a song, it might be more recognizable to CCM fans than to Raef’s target audience: Muslims across the globe. This adds a risk to Raef’s project, but he is supported by an Islamic media company ready to take it.

6 Layer 4: The Video and Other Visual Material
Music videos, album covers, and promotion shots are integrated parts of the experience of songs for many, as songs are often not only heard but also simultaneously seen. Mercy’s cover is a painting of a multitude of flowers on a turquoise background, viewed from a low angle. At the center of the image is the title, and behind it shines a light that in the context can be interpreted as representing Allah as well as the sun. Apart from some of the song titles, there are no semiotics signaling that this record is made by a devout Muslim. The music video, however, is filled with Islamic semiotic resources.
The music video starts with Raef walking through verdant nature towards an open-air Ramadan party at Fawakih manor house in the Northern Virginia countryside, with his beloved trademark Taylor mini guitar on his back. He is casually dressed in dark shoes, dark trousers, a short-sleeved white shirt, and a flat cap in different shades of grey. When the vocal track starts, he begins to strum the guitar and sing. Soon, as the word “friend” is sung, the music video shows some adults and children; two women are hugging, both wearing headscarves, as do all adult women in the video, apart from one (featuring 1:45–48). Other people approach, smiling, holding hands, and looking like they are up for a good time. Everyone is wearing white, at least on the upper part of the body. Raef leaves his solitary place while playing the guitar. Interestingly, he is starting to step out and move his shoulders to the music; eventually, he will be jumping up and down in time with it. When asked why, he said it was unplanned and that he just felt so good about the song and the shoot that he could not contain himself. This is special, as the Awakening artists do not dance on stage or in videos; thus, it borders on a transgression. Raef seldom stands entirely still on stage either, but in the music video, he is bouncing. When Awakening artists started out performing, this would have been unthinkable, but since social media became a reality for the self-promotion of artists—setting a new agenda from around 2014—a more relaxed and playful persona has become part of what is expected.16 Yet this is among the first occasions when it has seeped into a music video.
When the lyrics go, “Hands raised to the sky”, the music video shows a bearded man holding a tasbih (a rosary), making du’a’ (supplications), his hands raised. The sun sets, loops of light shine from the trees and Raef and a drummer with a barrel drum around his neck (traditionally played in connection with Ramadan in many areas) are performing the song, not on a stage but among the party participants; the others clap their hands and wave their arms.
As “Time to give, time to share, Time to show we care” is sung, the logo of Islamic Relief USA flickers past on a white cardboard box as some are packing food for the needy. Islamic Relief is a well-known charity organization originating in the UK, now with global reach as the world’s largest Sunni Islamic charity organization.17
During the second verse, the music video features images of a man flicking through the pages of the Quran, the subject of the verse. Then children appear, playing and holding shining lights, while Raef is holding his firstborn, who is dressed in a white, “My 1st Ramadan” playsuit; this is followed by more images of Raef playing to the audience. For the third verse, a table is set and dates are served, a common traditional food eaten to break the day’s fast. Prayer carpets are spread out on the grass. Women and men pray. Tradition says that before Ramadan, one should, as Raef phrases it, “let go of grudges we hold”, and as he sings that part, some hug, and others shake hands. No new features are introduced in the rest of the music video’s arc.
The credits start with a message from Raef “Wishing You A Blessed Ramadan”, then the Islamic Relief USA logo appears, encouraging the viewer to give during Ramadan with the words, “This Ramadan show you care with Islamic Relief USA.” At the same time, the Awakening’s 20th-year logo appears to the left. The participants in the video are thanked as “the Muslim communities of DC, Maryland, and Virginia.” Many are his personal friends or friends of friends. They represent a wide multi-ethnic and multi-religious diversity, but “unplanned – it’s just who we are” according to a 2022 email from Raef.
The video is directed by Ridwan Adhami, who presents himself on his webpage as “a multidisciplinary creative director, photographer, designer, film-maker, and marketer.”18 He is best known for a pop art photo/drawing of a Muslim woman using the American flag as a hijab, with the caption “We the people are greater than fear.”19 Adhami has worked with several artists with Muslim profiles before, such as Danish Outlandish, The Narcicyst + Shadia Mansour, and Awakening’s own Maher Zain.
The music video firmly anchors the song in an Islamic context. In fact, the numerous semiotic resources pointing to an Islamic context would make it difficult for most people—non-Muslims as well as Muslims—not to make the connection. It also sends a social message about Muslim distinctiveness, emphasizing fairly affluent, joyful, sharing, and caring Muslims situated in an American context where there is no shortage of negative images othering Muslims. The setting is often middle or upper-middle-class in Awakening music videos.20
Charity is at the heart of the narrative: those who have, share, not least during Ramadan. On its webpage, Awakening claims to have raised £21 million for charity since its inception,21 much of which is directed at welfare (health, education) in the Global South. Charity activism is central to Awakening and its artists. It is crucial for them personally to assume an Islamic ethical responsibility and it is also important for their legitimacy.
The video has done moderately well; it has been viewed on Awakening’s official YouTube 2 million times (March 2025), making it one of Raef’s more successful efforts. His second-most successful to date is “You Are The One” from his first album, viewed 7.5 million times. It is a song taken to heart by Indonesians and, according to Raef, people use it as a wedding song which makes him moved and proud as it was written as an act of love for his wife-to-be. His tongue-in-cheek covers with rewritten texts are also doing well, particularly his cover of Rebecca Black’s “Friday” rewritten as “It’s Jumuah” about trying to get to prayer on time. However, his most successful is “So Real”, a duet featuring superstar Maher Zain that has been viewed 11 million times.
The lyrics and music video taken together form an argument for accepting that it is possible to incorporate the music into the implied Islamic contexts, which is entirely intentional but also challenging, as we have seen and will return to below.

7 Layer 5: The Phenomenon of Pop Nashid and Islamic Pop
While the first four layers have unfolded the details of the song and featured an excursion into CCM, layer five contextualizes Raef’s song in the wider musical milieus of pop nashid and Islamic pop. For analytical purposes, I distinguish between nashid, “pop nashid” and “Islamic pop.” Pop nashid retains inspiration from classical nashid, while Islamic pop simply draws from the many genres of contemporary pop. Its identification as Islamic depends less on the music and more on the lyrics, the persona of the artists, and the marketing, exemplified by Raef’s “Ramadan is Here.”22 All genres have become increasingly popular among Muslims in Europe and North America and are in demand in many Muslim contexts.
The idea of having musical performances at Islamic meetings in North America is not very old and seems to relate to the arrival of political nashid singer Muhammad Abu Ratib (b. 1962) in the early 1990s. Abu Ratib was among the pioneers of a type of political movement music for Sunni revivalist groups that originated in Syria in the 1970s.23 These political nashids drew inspiration from secular songs as well as al-nashid al-dini, religious songs, and added political lyrics celebrating Islam, resistance, and the nation of Muslims, al-umma. They have recorded vocals with only the occasional rhythm produced by handclapping or a drum; this was due to a hegemonic theological conviction among revivalist Sunni groups at the time that musical instruments were, at the least, problematic, and possibly even devilish tools aimed at seducing people away from Islam.24
According to Dawud Wharnsby, Abu Ratib was one of the most sought-after nashid singers in North America after his arrival and, further, he convinced Yusuf Islam to perform again and sing a few of his newly written Islamic children’s songs on stage in the early 1990s.25 Abu Ratib would later sing in the choir performing the songs on Yusuf Islam’s album The Life of the Last Prophet (1995), pioneering three nashid songs at least partly sung in English.
In 1996, the above-mentioned Dawud Wharnsby—a young Canadian musician who had converted to Islam—launched his first album with Islamic children’s songs in English, one of the first in the world to do so. It was issued through Canadian Islamic media company SoundVision, which soon after launched the Sesame Street look-alike show, Adam’s World, which also came to involve Dawud Wharnsby as a musician and puppeteer. In 1999, Yusuf Islam invited him and his counterpart in South Africa, Zain Bhikha, to record with him in London, thus bringing together the three pioneers of English language nashids.26 Again, recordings were vocals only. Parallel to this, Malaysian vocals-only group Raihan issued their immensely successful debut album Puji-Pujian (1996) and singlehandedly invented the pop nashid genre. Raihan also sprang from Islamic revivalist movements.27
Things began to change a few years later, possibly connected to the increased use of digital technologies when recording, or the globalization of consumer culture ideals in music-making or even the developments in theological discourse about art within Sunni revivalist movements. It is difficult to tell. In these circles, Raihan was the first to start adding instruments to recordings (2001), but it was really in 2005 that the new trend was initiated when Dawud Wharnsby released new material with a full band. The same year, Yusuf Islam appeared on stage with a guitar for the first time in decades. In another event of immense importance, Sami Yusuf’s second album, My Umma, also appeared in 2005. Awakening became a key player in promoting the change.
In 2004, Awakening launched the career of Sami Yusuf. Despite being a trained musician, Sami Yusuf’s debut album, Al-Mu’allim (the teacher, i.e. Muhammad), was recorded vocals only. The album made him a superstar. Awakening artists were soon touring globally. Sami Yusuf convinced Awakening that his second album should be recorded with a full band. Soon after, other Awakening artists started to record and tour with full bands, only re-recording their most sought-after music in vocals-only versions.28 Suddenly, there was a demand for staged pop nashid and Islamic pop music, and the most popular acts began offering concerts with a full band. Organizers were forced to choose between the more popular alternative that could risk offending some, and safer, less attractive options. The longstanding prohibition of musical instruments was suddenly no longer hegemonic in Sunni activist circles.
It is in this context that Raef found himself in the second wave of Awakening artists, entering the arena when several battles had already been fought and new normalities had been, if not established, at least widely introduced. Yet Raef has had to fight for the chance to express himself as a guitarist singer-songwriter as, to many activist Muslims, the guitar, in particular, carries “Western” connotations, and is thus an unauthentic, even haram (illegitimate), stringed instrument. As Raef has ambitions to play “Muslim rock”, his music chafes against the expectations of nashid music. He has repeatedly been asked to perform without the guitar, either a cappella or with a pre-recorded guitar track as if the visibility of the guitar is the problem. Raef, however, would rather not play than accept such restrictions. Instead, he recommends Muslim vocals-only artists of which he has a long list.
In 2017, I asked Raef if he considered his songs to be nashids, or at least Islamic. He was uncomfortable with both labels as he felt that nashid was another genre, and calling his music Islamic was pretentious; “Islamically inspired music” would be more accurate, as he would like to demonstrate respect for those who disagree with Awakening’s liberal stand on music. At the end of the day, he writes songs in an American singer-songwriter tradition about things that matter to him, and Islam matters to him. That is all. Still, after discussing it, he agreed that Islamic music is OK as a shorthand, but with reservations. In 2022, he seems to have settled for the term Muslim rock, taking inspiration from CCM and hoping that others will follow. But why bother? Let us turn to yet another layer.

8 Layer 6: Islamic Theology and Popular Culture
Colonialization—military, economic and cultural—introduced many art forms to Muslim contexts catering to audiences in an emerging age of mass media, which were accompanied by technologies and instruments (film, sound recording, radio, the violin, piano), aesthetics (musical scales, ways of painting) forms (the novel, jazz, dadaism) and social spaces to enjoy art and performance (the concert hall, the theatre, the cinema). Islamic intellectuals generally rejected and condemned these arts as unauthentic and immoral.29 At the same time, some art forms, like theatre, were embraced by a number of Muslim student and activist circles and were already being used in anti-colonial resistance during the first half of the twentieth century in North Africa.30 The development of Islamic thinking on these matters is difficult to describe as it takes on different trajectories in different places. Below, I examine the development in Egypt as it was, and is, a centre for cultural production, and Egyptian Islamic discussion has proved influential.
The Muslim Brotherhood gave up theatre as they lost momentum in the early 1950s but in the 1960s some Islamist writers aimed to draw up manifests of how novels could respect Islamic morals;31 however, they mainly concentrated on what novels should avoid, and defensive discourse rather hampered development. A more considered theory of art emerged in the 1980s and has been developing since then, one often thematized as supporting al-fann al-hadif, purposeful art.32 The core idea is that art should produce something positive, a contribution, while drawing from Islam and, ideally, mobilizing Muslims, not least Muslim youth. The main change is that these ideas focus on how to produce compelling and appealing art, not on how to avoid transgression, which still matters but is taken for granted.33
In the Arabic-language Islamic discourse on this, it was initially not considered appropriate for women to contribute artistically. Over time this has slowly been challenged, although no great turn can be observed.34 Interestingly, Rasmussen finds that female artists thrive in Indonesia, even though inspiration is drawn from Arab aesthetics in music.35 In its latest reincarnation, the discourse on art has been coupled with a new focus on ethics and maqasid al-sharia, the purpose of sharia. This is symbolized by a change in methodology that allows Islamic intellectuals to deduce overall principles instead of arguing about details, such as the legality of this or that stringed instrument. As with most trends, far from everyone is on board.
The Islamic discourse on popular culture is important to Awakening and its artists and effects their strategies. They do not, however, passively accept it; rather, they actively participate both through practice and intellectual contributions. For example, the CEO of Awakening, Sharif Banna, has finished a PhD dissertation at al-Azhar University, Cairo, in sharia and ethics, with case studies on the arts and the environment, and is, thus, a trained Islamic scholar as well as an entrepreneur. Sharif Banna and the others are in contact with senior theologians, but they have resisted forming an Awakening sharia advisory council—common in Islamic banks and companies. Rather, they encourage learned friends to pick up the phone and call if they feel there are things to discuss in Awakening’s enterprise. They would rather be scolded than held back. Still, Sharif Banna stresses that he considers that they have their bearings right even when they push for change.36 It should also be mentioned that Awakening’s book publishing includes authors taking a stand on arts and entertainment in line with Awakening’s interests, for example, Tariq Ramadan.37
In what follows, I discuss how Awakening negotiates Islamic norms, touching upon distorted guitars, dancing, and female artists.
When Awakening cut its first album in 2004, recording with guitars was not even considered. A few years later, they signed two singer-songwriter-guitarists, Raef and Egyptian Hamza Namira. The latter was with the company from 2008 until 2018. Further, most live performances include guitar. Some, like singer-songwriter Maher Zain and singer Mesut Kurtis, do not use distortion in recordings for Islamic ethical reasons drawn from the widespread suspicion of the guitar per se. Further, they suspect that their audiences would not appreciate it. To Raef, distortion is just an effect on a guitar; it does not make the music Islamic or less Islamic. Despite this, Raef and Maher Zain have recorded, toured, and performed together. Differences of opinion are not necessarily divisive, and these preferences are no longer company policies but are down to individual artists, although they are continuously discussed among the collective of Awakening people when testing the boundaries of the acceptable. The discussion is evidently not restricted to Awakening, and sensitivities differ depending on cultural context, religious schools, and regional histories. Having global success has proved challenging for artists as some audiences have required strict limits on artistic expression while others present more relaxed attitudes.
Dancing is one of those things that still must be negotiated. If guitars have debated status, dancing remains very problematic among Sunni Muslim activists, at least in Europe and North America. As Awakening sprang from such circles, dancing has been avoided on stage and in music videos, and audiences have often been discouraged from dancing during concerts. Still, there has been a change even in this area. In the first ten years, Awakening music videos featured people walking or moving in slow motion; artists walked about on stage, and no one danced, regardless of the beat of the songs. Yet a new playfulness became visible around 2014, coinciding with the breakthrough of social media such as Instagram, where artists promote themselves in person instead of via directors or photographers. Bodies were portrayed in less controlled ways. Teenage superstar Harris J posted from a pool in swimming trunks, and Maher Zain from his training sessions in MMA. Sharif Banna considered that fans demanded this intimacy to keep up interest.38 Awakening artists started to move more on stage, and in 2016 in Beirut, Maher Zain brought a group of traditional dancers on stage and joined in for fifteen seconds, dancing dabke; he grew up in Sweden but has a Lebanese background and probably felt he wanted to connect with the audience. Soon after, Maher Zain added dancelike moves to his performance in the music video “Medina” (2017), and a bouncing Raef appeared in “Ramadan is Here” (2018). Nonetheless, regular dancing is still not performed on stage or in music videos. Why is this?
Islamic theology has taken a stance against dancing, sexualizing it and coding it as encouraging sin, and the bodies of performing artists are particularly exposed to a sexualizing gaze.39 To date, all Awakening artists are men. Having been at numerous concerts with Awakening artists, I have witnessed how Muslim female fans have experimented with the girl fan role: expressing admiration for the artists by screaming “I love you” at the top of their voices, ironically swooning before friends when the artists wave in their direction and enjoying the handsome men on stage and the naturally flirtatious relations between performer and audience that Awakening attempts to restrict.
The company has attempted to find a female artist to launch and has come close but not ultimately succeeded. When discussing this with Sharif Banna, he lamented the situation but admitted that to launch a woman artist would be a game changer, heavily monitored by many who already think Awakening is venturing out onto thin ice with its relaxed attitude to “Western” music genres and full instrumentation. Sharif Banna is aware of the difference, in a sexist world, in presenting female and male artists. In 2017, Awakening initiated the launch of Eman, a German singer of Moroccan descent, who performed in London at the final concert of the tour I was following. She sang sitting on a high kitchen stool in a similar fashion to Maher Zain (who tends to perform parts of his concerts sitting down), thereby avoiding swaying or dancing. She got a lot of love from the audience but ultimately the attempt was aborted for private reasons.
Women comprise the greater proportion of the audience at all the concerts I have attended or watched on the internet, but the issue of female fans dancing at Awakening concerts is treated completely differently in different places. In Indonesia and West Africa, the fans dance, period. At charity concerts in the UK, dancing is complicated. In 2014, dancing fans were asked to sit down, which was not the case in 2017 when everything had become more relaxed, and artists, arrangers, and audiences had established a rapport that allowed for greater flexibility. However, the majority did not dance but remained seated, waving their arms, clapping their hands, and singing along.
The last forty years have seen remarkable changes in Muslim attitudes to music and, to a certain extent, guitars, dancing and female artists, from general condemnation to diversification of opinions where many accept the newer forms of performances. It is mainly the success of the performances that have caused some theologians to rethink their stand on music. For example, Sharif Banna’s former teacher, the famous Islamic scholar Abdallah Al Judai’ has argued that any music genre and the musical instrument can be used provided moral rulings are respected.40 When I interviewed him, he claimed it was the popularity of music that made him revisit the discussion of music.41 Musical entertainment at larger Muslim gatherings may now sport global superstars with beloved songs made famous through CDs and music videos. The audiences enjoy themselves. Fan culture meets Islam. Yet there are limits. Conscious and planned sexualization of artists is still condemned, and pop-nashid and Islamic pop are seen by many as a counterculture, offering something else, something more appropriate, less sinful than mainstream culture.

9 Layer 7: Nurturing an Islamic Ethical Empowerment Discourse
Much of the mainstream’s celebrity-obsession also seems to be evident in the Islamic cultural industry—apart from the “Islamic” lyrics. Art continues to operate in the spiritually bankrupt and commercialised environment of modern hedonistic lifestyles. Art, in the Islamic ethos, is a spiritual experience, not one of self-gratification or mere entertainment. Lyrics changed to reflect direct Islamic teachings may be a halal endeavour but can remaining subservient to a dominant culture which is driven by an obsession with fame, materialism and consumerism, be considered Islamic? Awakening endeavours to tackle this head-on, creating a new cultural paradigm.42

The words “a halal endeavor” refer to fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence), while the subsequent question is an ethical one. This is no coincidence. In his PhD dissertation (2018), Sharif Banna considered the balance between fiqh and ethics and was clearly convinced that a value or a deed must conform both with fiqh and ethics; only then can it be considered to be in accordance with shari’a, the intended Islamic way. In all its business, Awakening strives for an Islamic ethical profile, thereby tapping into a contemporary trend among Muslims in general and Islamic intellectuals specifically, that of stressing ethics as at the very center of Islam.
Elsewhere, I have proposed the concept of Islamic ethical empowerment discourse, suggesting that it binds together those who claim that, by behaving according to Islamic ethics, people become empowered to change the world for the better.43 It is a tendency that affects many, and Awakening music functions as a soundtrack for it. Pop-nashids and Islamic pop offer an appreciated illustration of the meaningfulness of ethical Muslim life. Clearly, Raef’s song narrates a tale of ethics in the language of its music video and its lyrics. Together they emphasize charity, kindness, modesty in behavior, and generosity, and tie these values to Islam.
Martin Stokes has demonstrated how a Turkish artist producing Islamic songs was both created by and, in turn, created the social changes that gave rise to the AKP.44 In a similar fashion, Awakening rose to fame with the growth of a proliferating Muslim middle class that would prefer to do good in civil society while retaining an Islamic identity than join an Islamic social movement. Yet the Islamic ethical empowerment discourse can be found broadly in society, with Muslim social movements and social movement organizations also tapping into it. Asef Bayat has characterized what he calls post-Islamism as a search for politics, not through political parties but through activism that tries to affect “civil society, behavior, attitudes, cultural symbols, and value systems.”45 He claims that this is attempted using “media, publications, associations, education, fashion, lifestyle, and the new discourse to bring about moral and intellectual changes in civil society.”46 This also works as a description of Awakening’s endeavor, with the crucial difference that Awakening is not part of a specific social movement (which is Bayat’s focus). The leadership and the artists of Awakening share a conviction that good can be done through engaging in charity and producing ethically informed music that can inspire and lead to change.
Still, Awakening artists find themselves performing for those who do belong to Islamic social movements and even social movement organizations that have turned into parties. The most conspicuous link is Awakening’s recurring association with the AKP in Turkey and with Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, playing at charities where he is present, even writing a presidential campaign song for him, “Hasat Vakti” (Harvest Time), released in the summer of 2018. However, Awakening artists also perform at UNESCO events and at Islamic conferences like the annual “Reviving the Islamic Spirit” in Toronto, gathering people from all walks of life. Thus, Awakening interacts with people who consider Islam socially empowering but who may promote very different politics from each other.

10 Conclusion: Political Theology
Raef’s straightforward song about celebrating Ramadan is thus part of something larger. The song and Awakening’s versions of pop nashid and Islamic pop more broadly have complex genealogies and include inspiration from Sunni revivalist activism, consumer culture forms, classical nashids, commercial popular music genres, Christian rock, and contemporary theological discussion about Islam, music, and ethics.
Awakening is a key player in promoting an Islamic ethical lifestyle for the twenty-first century. Both private and civil society are important political fields today and the ethical lifestyle promoted is not a quietist lifestyle; rather, it is one of engagement and participation, where people are said to be empowered if acting in line with contemporary Islamic ethics discourses. In “Ramadan is Here”, Raef promotes charity together with Islamic Relief, an organization that grew out of Sunni revivalist circles in Europe but that has long since found its footing as a professionally run charity. There are numerous actors in Europe and North America who work with Islamic ethics to better the lives of others, but as ethics are about transforming the self, the Islamic ethical empowerment discourse is very much a political project working first with the awareness of the individual. By producing and promoting songs that are appealing to the targeted audience and making lyrics and videos that carry the message of the importance of individuals taking responsibility, Raef and Awakening are doing political work.
Without propagating a specific Islamic movement, the company supports and produces a worldview wherein Islam is taken seriously as an ethical compass. They do this on their own but also in interactions with political, charity, and Islamic organizations, artists, and audiences worldwide; naturally, it is impossible for Awakening to control all interaction and, even less so, the outcomes of it. Attempting to navigate a complex weave of ideas about art, Islamic theological limits, and possibilities through trial and error and by catering to the ever-changing tastes of audiences in global consumer culture, Awakening has become a trendsetter, and its celebrity artists’ styles, opinions, songs, music videos and political engagement have become objects of scrutiny and inspiration.
Political theology needs to be related to the political qualities of popular culture with religious ambitions, especially when they aim to mobilize people in civil society. Awakening, a commercial company, offers an example and normative suggestions to contested questions of the day. Its engagement aims to empower its audiences to act on themselves and in society. Therefore, Awakening and Raef’s songs perform political work at the same time as they are a business and an artist providing soundtracks for Muslim lives.
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