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An Orthodox Perspective on Gibson's The Passion of Christ
Abstract

Mel Gibson's movie The Passion of the Christ has certainly generated controversy. So far, the discussion has
primarily focused on the supposed anti-Jewish nature of the film. What I wish to discuss is what strikes me as
a more fundamental point of contention-whether the film is actually a portrayal of the passion of the Christ
(as the title claims). To do so, I will briefly introduce some of the reactions from Orthodox Christian
authorities and theologians. This will introduce the context for my analysis of the soteriology that is expressed
in Gibson's movie. As I will show, Gibson's movie may well be a passion, but from an Orthodox Christian
perspective, it does not appear to be the passion of the Christ.
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Mel Gibson's movie The Passion of the Christ has certainly generated
controversy. So far, the discussion has primarily focused on the supposed antiJewish nature of the film.1 What I wish to discuss is what strikes me as a more
fundamental point of contention-whether the film is actually a portrayal of the
passion of the Christ (as the title claims). To do so, I will briefly introduce some of
the reactions from Orthodox Christian authorities and theologians. This will
introduce the context for my analysis of the soteriology that is expressed in Gibson's
movie. As I will show, Gibson's movie may well be a passion, but from an
Orthodox Christian perspective, it does not appear to be the passion of the Christ.

As some may be aware, the film has generated some controversy amongst
Orthodox Christians. Most notably, the Greek Orthodox diocese of Chicago sent
letters to their parishes regarding the movie, an event published in the February 26,
2004 issue of the Chicago Sun-Times.2 Less notably, Bishop Job, the bishop of the
Midwest for the Orthodox Church in America, has officially disseminated a parish
newsletter article written by Fr. Jonathan Proctor of Holy Trinity Orthodox Church
in St. Paul, Minnesota.3 Greek Orthodox leaders have warned their parishioners not
to watch the movie and Fr. Jonathan has declared that "being blown away by the
ghastliness of Jesus' crucifixion might have less to do with the Gospel than we
think."4 To these voices, one could add those of Frederica Matthews-Greene and
Fr. Thomas Hopko.5
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When I attended the movie, I entered believing that all or some of them
were probably overreacting. Perhaps some of them were even ascribing to the
contemporary myth that the West focuses on the cross while the East concentrates
on the resurrection.6 What I encountered deserves further discussion within not
only Orthodoxy but the larger Christian community in general (indeed, amongst
anyone even remotely engaging Christianity).

The soteriology expressed in Gibson's movie is, from an Orthodox Christian
perspective, questionable at best. What is that soteriology? Well, let me lay it out
as best I can. The question at hand is whether Jesus can live a sinless life all the
way until the very end. The viewer is introduced to this during the scene in the
Garden of Gethsemene, where Satan tempts Jesus by saying the burden is too much
and that no one can live sinlessly. To be fair, Satan is speaking of two burdens-that
of living and dying sinlessly and that of bearing the sins of everyone. From here,
we are led through Jesus' beatings and torture all the way to the cross. Satan and
Mary watch this play out before their very eyes. Finally, and it takes nearly the
entire movie to get to this point, Jesus dies. Once he breathes his last, we are shown
Satan screaming.

This is where the errant soteriology expresses itself most fully. Satan is not
screaming because Jesus is the Christ harrowing hell. Had that been the case, then
the earthquake that occurred at his death would have included the opening of the
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tombs of those who had fallen asleep.7 Rather, Satan is screaming because Jesus
endured what he endured without sinning. Once he breathes his last, it is over. The
Son of God need not take on death, really. There is no reason. Jesus has done what
he needed to do-he has lived the sinless life (and, if we remember Satan's words in
the garden, somehow bore the sins of the world).

According to this soteriology, the only thing one can reflect upon, when
contemplating one's salvation, is the beating Jesus takes. Therefore, it should not
surprise us that Gibson elevates the level of those beatings well beyond what we
can find in the Gospel accounts.8 Yes, the Gospels speak of Jesus the Christ as the
Lamb who is slaughtered, but Gibson's movie seems pressed to express a Gospel
where Jesus is able to suffer more than anyone else. Somehow, by suffering more
than anyone else, without sinning, he becomes the savior.

In such a scheme, the resurrection becomes an unnecessary afterthoughtsort of a flip cinematic expression of "you can't keep a good God down." In fact, I
would be surprised if the resurrection received more than 20 seconds of movie time.
It certainly did not include an earthquake scene paralleling the one at the cross. 9
Gibson's error, therefore, is separating the cross and the resurrection as though they
are two separate events in the temporal biography of the Christ.
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Biblically speaking, this cannot be done. The cross means nothing without
the light of the resurrection and the resurrection means nothing if it is not shining
through a man with eternal scarring on his hands, feet, and side. Matthew's Gospel
does not divide them. Immediately following Matthew 27.53, cited above, Matthew
says, "and after his resurrection, they came out of the tombs, went into the holy city
and were manifested to many."

Orthodox soteriology proclaims that Jesus' suffering and death have
meaning because he took on our fallenness and transformed and healed our
humanity.10 He took on our sin and death and through them both defeated Satan,
resulting in a victory over sin, death, and the devil.11 The cross and the resurrection
are one overarching salvific event and are not to be divided. Perhaps that is the great
irony. If one seeks to separate the significance of the cross from the resurrection,
the death of Christ loses its salvific significance.

One may go to Gibson's movie and argue that it is not anti-Jewish. I don't
believe it condemns Jews en masse simply for being Jews. One may admire the
artistic structure of it. Only a genius can put together a movie that looks like one
renaissance or post-renaissance painting after another, making this, artistically, one
of the best movies I have ever seen. One may even go for a guilt-fest and leave
feeling duly guilty. Certainly, one will be shocked by the extent of the portrayal of
the punishments. One will not, however, come away having seen a portrayal of the
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passion of the Christ. Such a passion necessitates the true (full) meaning of the
cross, and that is not present because Gibson has separated the cross from the
resurrection.
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