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Heroic Masochism and
Mel Gibson’s Passion
as Masculine Rite of Passage

And while the cinematic violence perpeWUDWHGLQWKHÀOPFHUWDLQO\FRQWDLQVDVDFULÀFLDO FRPSRQHQW WKH PDLQ ULWXDO ZRUN
it accomplishes is initiatory: the man Jesus
is transformed through the performance
of a blood-soaked rite into the Christ. AnWKURSRORJLVW 0DXULFH %ORFK   
Steven Gardiner DUJXHV WKDW ERWK W\SHV RI ULWH³VDFULÀFH
Zayed University and initiation—are intimately related,
United Arab Emirates both requiring a symbolic or concrete act
of killing. However counterintuitive this
might seem, in the special logic of sacriith over $370 million in domes- ÀFHand initiation such violence is necestic ticket sales, director Mel VDU\WRWKHHIÀFDF\RIWKHULWHWKHLQLWLDWH
*LEVRQ·V  ÀOP The Passion must pass through death, through a great
of the Christ is, as of mid-2014, the high- emptying out of the ordinary vitality of
est earning R-rated movie in U.S. history. life, to be born again in a transformed
Its closest competitor is Andy and Lana VWDWH RI EHLQJ %ORFK    $W WKH
Wachowski’s cyberpunk epic The Ma- level of ritual initation, the scourging and
trix Reloaded, almost $100 million behind FUXFLÀ[LRQ FRQVWLWXWH QRW D SXQLVKPHQW
%R[ 2IÀFH 0RMR   $ ORW RI SHRSOH but a privilege.
KDYH VHHQ *LEVRQ·V ÀOP EXW The Passion
The initiatory character of the violence
is outsized in a second way: the mass of
depicted in The Passion of the Christ holds
commentary, criticism and controversy
true for virtually all Passion narratives,
LWHQJHQGHUHG7KHMRXUQDOLVWLFUHVSRQVHV
including those presented in the gospels.
across a range of media from the New
But in its emphases and stylizations—and
York Times and CNN to Christian Right
perhaps most of all in its extra-canonical
publications—such as those from James
artistic license—Gibson’s version relies
Dobson’s Focus on Family—are best
upon the gendered character of the narmeasured in gigabytes. The scholarly litrative. While not all rites of passage are
erature alone easily runs to thousands of
JHQGHUVSHFLÀF³HJER\VDQGJLUOVERWK
pages, a looming bulk daunting to anybecome Christians through the rite of
RQHFRQVLGHULQJMXPSLQJLQWRWKHIUD\1
baptism—an explicit gendering of the iniReactions from anthropologists have, tiate is often central to the socio-politics
however, been relatively sparse.2 Yet the RI VXFK ULWHV 0RUH WKDQ MXVW WUDQVIRUPevent at the center of Gibson’s Passion— ing one type of person into another, inithe graphic depiction of a prolonged epi- tiation permanently separates those who
VRGHRIMXGLFLDOWRUWXUHDQGH[HFXWLRQ³LV can be initiated from those who never can
best read less as a rite of VDFULÀFH and more be because they are of the wrong gender,
as a rite of passage of the particular type race, class or background (Bourdieu 1991,
that has long fascinated anthropologists.  
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Looking at The Passion of the Christ with
awareness of rites of passage into adult
masculinity and privilege, I insist that
gender is crucial for understanding this
ÀOP0\NH\DUJXPHQWLVWKDWWKHSDUWLFXlar Passion narrative selected by Gibson
interpolates its audience so as to constellate a militarized, masculinized form of
Christianity that presumes, indeed depends upon, the socially authorized sufIHULQJRIREHGLHQW UHDG´VROGLHUO\µ VRQV
While the controversy generated by the
ÀOP EHDUV ZLWQHVV WR WKH ZD\V LQ ZKLFK
this constellation of gendered religion,
militarization, and public consent is reVLVWHG DQG UHMHFWHG WKH LQFRKHUHQFH LQ
PXFKRIWKHFULWLFLVPVSHDNVWRDVLJQLÀcant cultural blind spot related to masculine suffering.
The highly stylized suffering of Jesus
LQ WKH ÀOP³ZKLFK PDNHV XVH RI VRPH
135 digital effects to produce the viscerally “real” affect attested by sympathetic
viewers (Magrid 2004, 57; Prince 2006,
 ³GHSHQGVRQDPDOHERG\DWLWVFHQWHU
for ritual coherence. A powerful form of
gender politics is at work in The Passion,
grounded in what I have elsewhere called
heroic masochism *DUGLQHUD WKHVRFLDOO\GHVLUDEOHVXIIHULQJLQÁLFWHGRQDQG
accepted by men as a warrant for masculine privilege.
As I lay out the argument for understanding The Passion of the Christ as
a masculine rite of passage writ large, I
ZLOO SRLQW XS VRPH RI WKH GLIÀFXOWLHV LQ
naming such suffering. In conclusion, I
will sketch out why such an interpretaWLRQLVLPSRUWDQWQRWMXVWLQXQGHUVWDQGLQJ*LEVRQ·VÀOPEXWLQPDNLQJVHQVHRI
a wide range of cultural forms and social
phenomena in the contemporary United
6WDWHVRIZKLFKWKHÀOPLVV\PSWRPDWLF

Rites of Passage and
Masculine Fragility
In the anthropological tradition a rite of
passage is understood as a series of ritualized acts that, correctly performed, actualize a socially recognizable change in status
7XUQHU9DQ*HQQHS 7KURXJK
the correct performance of such rites the
single person is married, the child enters
the communion of a particular faith, the
OD\PDQEHFRPHVDGRFWRURUDMXGJHDQG
WKH GHFHDVHG MRLQV WKH DQFHVWRUV 6XFK
rites can be as common as name-giving or
as rare as coronations; as minimal as a Las
Vegas impulse wedding or as prolonged
as the highest levels of formal education
in the United States.
The emphasis in such rites is on auspicious performance: the rite must be performed in the right way, at the right time,
by the right ritual experts upon the appropriate ULWXDO VXEMHFWV $EVHQW DQ\ RI
WKHVH TXDOLÀFDWLRQV WKH FKDQJH LQ VWDWXV
that the rite is meant to accomplish is not
FHUWDLQ7KHUHLVDULVNRIQXOOLÀFDWLRQRU
social opprobrium. A groom or bride of
the “wrong” gender, as locally construed,
might not be recognized; an inaugurated
president of the “wrong” race might be
challenged to prove the naturalness of
his qualifying citizenship; the corpse of
a person who died in the “wrong” way
might be denied the rite of burial.
Herein the focus is primarily on that
subset of rites related to masculine initiation: rituals that transform male-bodied
children into men, investing them with
masculine status. While Passion narratives in their variety certainly partake
of various ritual correlates and antecedHQWV³HJMXGLFLDORUGHDO $VDG FX-
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UDWLYH H[LW ULWXDOV DQG PRUH VSHFLÀFDOO\
the ancient Hebrew Day of Atonement
ritual found in Leviticus 16 (Maclean
 ³,KDYHFKRVHQWRFRQVLGHU*LEVRQ·V
ÀOP YHUVLRQ WKURXJK WKH QDUURZ OHQV RI
man-making rituals within the context of
contemporary US culture.
Masculinity is, virtually everywhere,
considered to be a rather fragile status
that has to be produced through processHVRIPDQPDNLQJULWXDOV *LOPRUH 
But if this is everywhere considered true,
the degree of militarization in a society—
political, economic, and symbolic—
JUHDWO\LQÁXHQFHVWKHSDUWLFXODUTXDOLWLHV
considered most important to inculcate
LQ PHQ *DUGLQHU  *ROGVWHLQ  
In heavily militarized societies—and the
contemporary United States is certainly
one such (Bilmes and Stiglitz 2008; Lutz
7XUVH ³WKH´PLOLWDU\YLUWXHVµ
of obedience, courage, and above all
“toughness” of body and mind are paramount. At the same time the alienation
of the civilian world from actual military
experience makes the need for such hardened men contestable (Belkin 2012; GarGLQHUE ,QVXFKDFRQWH[W*LEVRQ·V
ÀOP FDQ³DQG , DUJXH VKRXOG³EH VHHQ
as an intervention in an ongoing debate
about masculinity and how men should
be made. In an important sense, it is about
rites of passage.
Virtually all rites of passage have certain elements in common, following a
logically necessary tripartite structural
progression of separation-margin-aggreJDWLRQ ÀUVW GHVFULEHG E\ )UHQFK IRONORULVW$UQROG9DQ*HQQHS  :LWKLQWKH
ritual horizon of this structure there are
three sorts of tasks such rites may accomplish—although the actual emphasis varies a great deal across cultures. In the most
general terms rites of passage accomplish
the following:
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 7KH\SUHSDUH the initiate for assumption of the new status through training,
teaching, and emotional priming;
 7KH\PDUN the transition symbolically, demarcating the precise moment when
the new status, with all of its prerogatives
and responsibilities, is assumed, following a “liminal” period during which iniWLDWHV DUH ´QR ORQJHU FODVVLÀHGµ DV WKH\
ZHUH EXW ´DUH QRW \HW FODVVLÀHGµ DV WKH\
will be at the conclusion of the rite (TurnHU DQG
 7KH\LQVWLWXWH a socially relevant distinction between those who can be initiated and those who can never be (Bourdieu
 
7KH ÀUVW RI WKHVH WKUHH HIÀFDFLHV LV
broadly speaking, practical—imparting
UROHVSHFLÀFVNLOOVDQGDVVRFLDWHGNQRZOedge to the initiate. The second is primarily
psycho-social, easing the transition from
status to status by publically differentiating between the initiated and the uninitiated, declaiming the achieved character of
the status—particularly important with
respect to masculinity rites, as the passage
to manhood is widely construed as both
fraught and highly contingent (Gilmore
 7KHWKLUGHIÀFDF\LVXQDEDVKedly political. It marks out a category
of persons as distinct—ostensibly from
those who have not yet gone through the
ritual, but more permanently from those
who never will. In Bourdieu’s terms, such
ULWHV GR QRW MXVW PDUN D ´EHIRUH DQG DIter” but also cast a shadow of exclusion,
adding the patina of investment to what
might otherwise be mistaken as a simple
PDWWHURI´QDWXUDOµFODVVLÀFDWLRQ7KHULWH
says: “this man is a man—implying that
he is a real man, which is not always immediately obvious. It tends to make the
smallest, weakest, in short the most effeminate man into a truly manly man,
separated by a difference in nature and
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essence from the most masculine woman,
the tallest, strongest woman, etc.” (BourGLHX 
It is a matter of no small import that
EHWZHHQWKHODWWHUWZRULWXDOHIÀFDFLHV³
the symbolic marking of before and after,
and the institutionalization of a permanent exclusion—there is an inbuilt tension. The institution of manhood draws a
line of exclusion meant to be independent
of any particular masculine qualities; the
symbolic demarcation of status transition
is almost always construed as dependent on successful negotiation of the rite,
which in turn requires the correct performance of normative masculinity exactly
in its locally most salient qualities.
Those locally salient features of manhood vary a great deal from group to
group, but a common pattern is that in
the most militarized societies the “military virtues” of toughness, physical courage and obedience to authority tend to be
most closely associated with “real” masculinity and inculcated in rites of passage
*DUGLQHU  *ROGVWHLQ   6XFK
rites can be lengthy and elaborate, taking months to complete like those found
in Bantu-speaking East Africa (Gutmann
 :DJQHU   EXW DORQJ WKH ZD\
they often include one or more acute
ordeals. Adolescent circumcision is an
example, found traditionally in Africa,
Oceania, and Australia (Beidelman 1987,
  $OVR FRPPRQ DUH YDULRXV IRUPV
RI ÁRJJLQJ EHDWLQJ VFDULÀFDWLRQ FXWting, piercing, ingestion of hallucinatory
poisons, fasting, exposure and physical
exhaustion—and in virtually every case
LQLWLDWHVDUHHQMRLQHGWRHQGXUHWKHRIWHQ
excruciating pain stoically, without crying
out or otherwise showing outward signs
RIVXIIHULQJ *LOPRUH+HUGW 

It is important to emphasize that pain
LQÁLFWHG DQG SDLQ HQGXUHG LQ WKHVH ULWXals is not incidental, but central to their
meaning as construed by cultural insiders.
Boys will not become men, it is widely beOLHYHG XQOHVV WKH\ DUH VXEMHFWHG WR VXFK
ordeals to drive the weakness out of them
*LOPRUH    7KDW LV PDQKRRG LV
not a natural attainment, but something
that has to be produced through the testing and training of the initiators. It has
to be proven, earned and achieved; it is
widely understood as the most fragile of
constructs (Gilmore 1990, 115; Connell
   ,W LV RQO\ D VHHPLQJ LURQ\ WKDW
the fragility of masculinity is not so much
eradicated by ordeals of initiation, but impressed on the consciousness of the initiate. Weakness is a permanent feature that
the initiate must forever guard against,
lest the allure of comfort and softness
that is the necessary concomitant of being
alive prove too strong (Belkin 2012, 4-5;
*DUGLQHUD 
 7KH WHQVLRQ ZLWKLQ PLOLWDU\  PDVculinity is not so much in the transition
from boy to man, in which a disposition
WR UHÁH[LYH VHOIPRQLWRULQJ ZLWK UHVSHFW
to displaying weakness is inculcated, but
between the need for such inculcation and
the institutional demarcation of essential
differences between men and women.
That is, if masculinity is not an essence,
but a list of characteristics that must be inculcated, then the institution of manhood
is suspect and unstable. The door is open
to libertarian and individualistic logics
DOORZLQJ D ZRPDQ WR ÀOO QRUPDWLYHO\
masculine roles, most quintessentially
soldierly roles, provided that she can successfully perform the requisite qualities
%HONLQ(QORH 
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This tension between institutionalized
HVVHQFH QDWXUDOL]HG PDVFXOLQLW\  DQG D
permanently fragile bundle of qualities
that must be inculcated, tested and repeatedly proven is nothing new in masculine initiation. The context of reception,
however, has changed radically in recent
decades. Thus the context of production of The Passion of the Christ—an early
WZHQW\ÀUVWFHQWXU\8QLWHG6WDWHVFDXJKW
XSLQWKHÀUVWWKURHVRISRVWPLOLWDrization—demands special attention. This
is not because The Passion is a straightforward celebration of soldierly masculinity
RIWKHVRUWGHSLFWHGLQPDQ\RIWKHÀOPV
DGGUHVVHGE\6XVDQ-HIIRUGV  LQKHU
now classic Hard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the Reagan Era. Notwithstanding
the claims of critics such as biblical scholDU 3DXOD )UHGLNVHQ    ZKR VHHV
The Passion as little more than a riff on
the torture-execution scene in Braveheart
  WKH XQGHUO\LQJ VWUXFWXUH LV PRUH
complicated. As astutely argued by Kent
Brintnall: “…the accusation … that Gibson’s apparent reliance on action genre
tropes distorted the Christian narrative
fails to acknowledge that the sufferinghero narrative predates Christianity and
had already provided a framing device
for the gospel narratives” (Brintnall 2001,
 The Passion shares this structure with
ÀOPV DV GLYHUVH DV The Lord of the Rings
    A Man Called Horse
  A History of Violence  , First
Blood   Conan the Barbarian  
and so on, ad nauseam.
The suffering-hero iterations in so
PDQ\ +ROO\ZRRG ÀOPV ZRUN DV D NLQG
of echo chamber, amplifying the points
of reference for the sympathetic viewer.
The masculine rite of passage structure

was always already embedded in the
Passion narrative and Gibson’s particular
emphases highlight, rather than elide, the
tension between processes of active inculcation and evaluation of gendered initiation. The result is a rather brutal gendered
politics imagined on the male body of the
character of Jesus that has been underappreciated in the voluminous commentary.3
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The Passion of Gibson’s Christ
vs. Abject Androgyny
Yet if the gender politics of The Passion
have largely been elided in both scholarly
DQGMRXUQDOLVWLFUHDFWLRQVLWLVQRWEHFDXVH
no one noticed the violence that hid them
in plain sight. Indeed, running neck-andQHFN ZLWK MXVWLÀDEOH FRQGHPQDWLRQV RI
WKH ÀOP·V DQWL6HPLWLVP KDYH EHHQ FRPmentaries deploring its graphic violence.
Much of the latter, in David Greven’s apt
summary, “…reeked of middlebrow disdain rather than an understanding of the
varieties of Christian experience” (2009,
  $PHULFDQ FULWLFV RI *LEVRQ·V ÀOPLF
violence, however secular, are heirs to a
politics of representational reticence and
austerity grounded in the uneasiness of
many forms of Protestantism with the
YLVXDO 0RUJDQ    &RPELQLQJ D
watery iconoclasm with the platitudes of
progressive theology, many of these criWLTXHV³HJ$26FRWW·V  LQWKHNew
York Times DQG 'DYLG 'HQE\·V   LQ
the New Yorker—explicitly denounce the
gratuitous nature of the violence in The Passion. But they misidentify the ritual core of
WKHÀOPZKHQWKH\WDNH*LEVRQWRWDVNIRU
missing the main theological point, which
they see as “…not the physical suffering
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RIWKHPDQEXWWKHVDFULÀFLDOQDWXUHRIKLV
death and the astonishing mystery of his
transformation into godhood—the Resurrection and the triumph over carnality”
'HQE\ 7KHVHFULWLFVRI*LEVRQ
FRQWHQGWKDWKLVÀOPVXEMHFWVXVWRD+ROO\ZRRG DFWLRQ PRYLHFXPKRUURUÁLFN
that “essentially consists of a man being
beaten, tortured and killed in graphic and
OLQJHULQJGHWDLOµ 6FRWW( 
Unlike Scott and Denby, I interpret the
violence in The Passion of the Christ as anything but gratuitous—and this is a position I share, quite uncomfortably, with the
conservative Catholic and Evangelical
viewers most positively inclined to the
ÀOP4)RUWKLVVHWRIÀOPJRHUV³DIDUODUJer demographic, it should be noted, than
the readership of the New Yorker or the
NYT—the violence depicted in the movie is an index of its “realism,” indicating
that “Gibson had gotten it right” (Prince
2006, 12, see also: Brintnall 2008; Brown,
Keeler and Lindvall 2007; Wood, Jindra
DQG %DNHU   7KH YLROHQFH LV DOVR ,
argue, essential to the deeply emotional
connection many such viewers made
ZLWKWKHÀOPDFRQQHFWLRQWKDWGHSHQGV
on a combination of the availability of the
ritual script of male initiation on the one
hand and on the other hand the human
capacity to recall their own initiatory experiences, however tame by comparison.
Most viscerally for sympathetic Catholic viewers with experience praying the
Stations of the Cross—but more generally
IRUWKHÀOP·VVXSSRUWHUV³The Passion acts
as an immersive, fantastic tableau of idenWLÀFDWLRQWKDWUHFDOOVHPERGLHGPHPRULHV
of real suffering and compassion. While
the hardened, militarized social world
WKDW PDNHV VXFK  ORJLF RI VDQFWLÀHG VXIfering believable and laudable certainly

warrants the closest possible scrutiny, it
LVVSXULRXVWRIDXOWWKHÀOPRUGLVPLVVLW
for successfully tapping into these forms
of desire, without attempting to explicate
and place them in a wider cultural context.5
Such a context must start with a douEOHGREMHFWWKH3DVVLRQQDUUDWLYHDVLWKDV
FRPHGRZQWRXVDQGWKHÀOPLWVHOI7KH
IRUPHU REMHFW LV DOPRVW LQÀQLWHO\ SOXUDO
encompassing not only the canonical gospels, but various “apocryphal” works,
the quite early and independent accounts
of two historians, Cornelius Tacitus and
)ODYLXV -RVHSKXV &URVVDQ    WKH
development of devotional practices such
as praying the Stations of the Cross and a
suffocating mass of subsequent products
from Medieval Passion plays, Renaissance art, and Romantic mysticism down
to contemporary cinematic cousins. Obviously even a glance at the bulk of this
material is far beyond the scope of this
article—yet a few points must be established about the core of the Passion narraWLYHVEHIRUHWXUQLQJWRWKHÀOP
First, it requires no great act of New
Testament scholarship to recognize that
DWWKHFHQWHURIWKHFUXFLÀ[LRQVWRU\LVDQ
DFWRIEORRG\YLROHQFHLQÁLFWHGRQDVSHFLÀFDOO\PDOHERG\7KLVVHHPLQJO\VLPSOH
and undisputed fact, however, slips out
of one’s grasp like a stick of butter. The
suffering body of Jesus of Nazareth in its
VSHFLÀFLW\³LPDJHV RI ZKLFK KDYH EHHQ
so ubiquitous—is obfuscated, occulted,
by the transcendent Body of Christ.
Unlike Jesus the man, the Christ partakes not of a particular, embodied masculinity in the gospel narratives, but of
the universal and categorical masculinity
which has so often been used to represent
humanity as such. The body of Jesus is un-
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doubtedly male, but the focus of Christological debate has always been on negotiating the relationship between human
and divine, with most Christian traditions
settling on the permanently ambivalent
position taken at the Council of ChaleGRQ  &(  .QRZQ DV WKH ´K\SRVWDWLF
union,” this doctrine holds that the ChrisWLDQVDYLRUKDVKDGWZR´QDWXUHVµ³WKDW
RI´-HVXVµ WKHKXPDQ DQG´&KULVWµ WKH
WUDQVFHQGHQW GLYLQH ³ZKLFK DUH SHUPDnently bound together in one “person,”
LH´-HVXV&KULVWµ 'DYLV 7KLV
GRFWULQHERWKDIÀUPLQJDQGGHQ\LQJGXality, tends to obscure the personal and
FRUSRUHDO VSHFLÀFLW\ RI WKH PDQ WKDW LV
the person of male sex and masculine
JHQGHU ZKRLVDOVRWKH&KULVW7KLVOHDYHV
a problem for representation: how exactly
does one visualize two natures in one
person? In such a context, and upping
the stakes because the canonical source
material is so sparse on these issues, visual representation becomes the primary
means for interpolating a personal Jesus.
3XWDQRWKHUZD\WKHSHUVRQERG\RI-Hsus which is so vaguely adumbrated in
the gospels and complexly interpreted in
Christology becomes something close to
DQ ´HPSW\ VLJQLÀHUµ %DUWKHV   
a vague mental image that can mean anyWKLQJ WR DQ\RQH 2QO\ LQ VSHFLÀF YLVXDO
representations is this emptiness given
IRUPDQGÁHVKZLWKSDUWLFXODUUHSUHVHQtational decisions pointing to radically
different conceptual frames and cultural
politics. In the richness of Christological
art there are two tropes—androgyny and
vital evanescence—that are of particular interest in understanding Gibson’s choices
in The Passion.
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Given the ways in which important
gender tells—e.g. hair style and length,
clothing choices—are so dependent on
geographic and historical context, anGURJ\Q\ FDQ EH D FRPSOH[ REMHFW WR
identify. Representations read as gender
ambiguous in one age may have been
seen as manly at the time they were produced. What is well known, however, is
that many representations of Jesus—from
those of Italian Renaissance paintings to
the early twentieth century portraits of
Warner Sallman—whatever their creators
may have intended, have been critiqued
by conservative Christians as sentimental and effeminate (Morgan 1992, 867;
.XSIHU    )RU H[DPSOH 6DOOPDQ·V
mass reproduced Head of Christ has been
celebrated by admirers for its depiction of
gentle humility, allowing viewers to interpolate Jesus as benevolent and accessible,
DVNLQGQHVVSHUVRQLÀHG 0RUJDQ 
Critics, however, have found the same
image to be intolerably feminized. One
Lutheran seminarian said of Sallman’s familiar image that in it “we have a pretty
picture of a woman with a curling beard
ZKRKDVMXVWFRPHIURPWKHEHDXW\SDUORU
with a Halo shampoo, but we do not have
the Lord who died and rose again!” (MorJDQ 
The visual rhetoric of The Passion
comes down emphatically on the side
RI WKRVH ZKR ZRXOG UHMHFW DQGURJ\Q\ LQ
the representation of Jesus. This is obviRXV HQRXJK IURP WKH ÀOP DQG *LEVRQ
has reinforced the point, stating in an interview that he “didn’t want to see Jesus
looking really pretty. I wanted to mess up
one of his eyes, destroy it” (Boyer 2003,
  7KXV WKH -HVXV RI WKH ÀOP LV UHOHQW-
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lessly embodied and masculinized, but
such embodiment does not obviate the
problem of representing the inherently
unstable hypostasis of man and god. ReMHFWLQJDQGURJ\Q\DVDPRGHRIUHSUHVHQWing the embodiment of the universal and
transcendent, Gibson turns to the second
important trope of Christological depiction: vital evanescence.
Vital evanescence is one of the central
motifs in ritual logics of both masculine
LQLWLDWLRQDQGVDFULÀFH %ORFK 
It indexes the theme of the sublation of the
corporeal, opening a door between animal
life and transcendent being through the
draining away—as for example in sacriÀFLDO H[VDQJXLQDWLRQ³RI ERGLO\ YLWDOLW\
That is, not only in Christianity but in
UHOLJLRXVSUDFWLFHLQIXVHGZLWKVDFULÀFLDO
logics more generally, such rites accomplish a metaphysical “rebirth” to a higher
RUWUDQVÀJXUHGVWDWHE\SHUIRUPLQJDSDVVDJHWKURXJKGHDWK %ORFK 
Now, it should be noted that the two
tropes—androgyny and vital dissipation—are by no means incapable of simultaneous deployment. Indeed the
JHQUHRI&KULVWFUXFLÀHGLVVXIIXVHGZLWK
such dual-trope depictions that feature
DQ HPDFLDWHG ÀQHIHDWXUHG -HVXV LQHIIDbly hovering at death’s door. In fact, to
the extent any still image refuses overt
PDVFXOLQL]DWLRQ RI WKH FUXFLÀHG -HVXV LW
invites a feminizing gaze because of its devitalization. Long-established misogynist
reception regimes that readily assimilate
weakness and violation to the feminine,
with a complementary tendency to imagine women as the only blameless victims,
VXSSRUW VXFKUHDGLQJV &ORYHU   

7KXV UHMHFWLRQ RI SK\VLFDO DQGURJ\Q\ LV
not enough to secure a full-blooded masculinity. Given that Gibson can hardly
avoid both androgyny and vital dissipation, he risks the obvious reading of the
embodied Jesus as victim, a victim of superior Roman military power—a reading
WKDWKDVWREHGHÁHFWHG
The Passion of the Christ accomplishes
WKLV GHÁHFWLRQ RI WKH DQGURJ\QRXV EULOliantly by the relentless dramatization of
an embodied male Jesus—depicted by the
conventionally handsome and obviously masculine James Caviezel—stoically
HQGXULQJ VDFULÀFLDOFXPLQLWLDWRU\YLROHQFH%\VXEMHFWLQJYLHZHUVWRVFHQHDIWHU
brutal scene of cinematic torture, Gibson
uses “movie magic” to multiply the visual spectacle of suffering until it becomes
nearly unendurable to the audience. In
the process, according to David Morgan,
“Gibson wants to destroy an entire way
of seeing and install in its place a manly
Jesus who is his father’s son, one who by
virtue of extreme iconoclasm has been
SXUJHGRIULYDOZD\VRIVHHLQJ7KHÀOP
plunges viewers into a protracted agony
in order to wrench from them the devoWLRQDOJD]HWKDWLVÀ[HGRQVXFKLPDJHU\
as Warner Sallman’s portrait of Jesus”
0RUJDQ *LEVRQ·VFKRLFHLVE\QR
means outside the two-trope Christological symbolic economy of androgyny and
vital evanescence. Rather, it emphasizes
the latter to the exclusion of the former:
Jesus’ body is destroyed in the process of
becoming the Christ. This destruction is
carefully modulated as the stoic endurance of a warrior, lest it be read as feminized helplessness in the face of superior
force.
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Vicariously Speaking: Films, Mirrors,
Rites and Mental Time Travel
No matter how skillful Gibson’s use of
VSHFWDFXODU YLROHQFH WR GHÁHFW DQGURJ\Q\KLVÀOPULVNVDVHFRQGGHÁHFWLRQDV
mere “violent pornography,” absent an
alternative reception regime (Prince 2006,
 7KHPDOHULWHRISDVVDJHSURYLGHVMXVW
such an interpretive framework. While it
is important to keep in mind that there
are crucial differences between a ritual,
which intends a permanent transformaWLRQ RI VWDWXV DQG D ÀOP ZKLFK FDQ DW
best evoke the emotional states associDWHG ZLWK VXFK ULWXDOV %ORFK   
WKH VSHFLÀF LQVWDQFH RI The Passion tests
this limit. Granted, no audience is liable
to forget that it is in spectator mode while
YLHZLQJ WKH ÀOP 7KH VXEMHFW PDWWHU LQ
this case is doubly ritualized, interpretively derived from pre-existing ritual
IRUPV DQG UHÁHFWLQJ EDFN WKH HPERGLHG
ULWXDORIWKH6WDWLRQVRIWKH&URVV7KHÀOP
is, in effect, ritually saturated. Therefore,
the tripartite stages of space-time, analogous to the stages of rites of passage are
unsurprisingly foregrounded in The Passion. The basic structure can be adumbrated as follows:
  6HSDUDWLRQ 2SHQLQJ LQ WKH *DUGHQ
of Gethsemane following the Last Supper, Jesus is removed from his former life,
betrayed by Judas, arrested and tried by
Jewish authorities and sentenced by the
Roman governor Pontius Pilate.
 0DUJLQ7KHEXONRIWKHÀOPLVFRQVXPHG ZLWK WKH WRUWXUH DQG FUXFLÀ[LRQ
of Jesus—the “liminal” period in the rite
during which Jesus has left behind his existence as a man, however extraordinary,
but has not yet been transformed into the
Christ.
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 $JJUHJDWLRQ+DYLQJSDVVHGWKURXJK
GHDWK-HVXVUHWXUQV³YHU\EULHÁ\³DVWKH
risen Christ, man reborn as a god.
What follows is a slightly more detailed
UHFDSLWXODWLRQRINH\PRPHQWVLQWKHÀOP
highlighting references to masculine iniWLDWLRQDQGVDFULÀFLDOYLROHQFHDQGNHHSing in mind the tendency of such rites
to produce a moral economy that values
purposeful suffering as the essential prerequisite of soldierly toughness and masculine privilege.
In the opening scene Jesus, all but consumed by the terror of his own immanent
FUXFLÀ[LRQ LV SUD\LQJ LQ WKH *DUGHQ RI
Gethsemane. As the camera stalks him
OLNHDSV\FKRNLOOHULQDVODVKHUÀOP-HVXV
experiences the agony, the struggle with
his own human weakness. John Debney’s
score, a head-on collision of creep show
nightmare and bullroarer in the bush,
MDQJOHVRXUQHUYHVDQGEXLOGVGUHDG/LNH
any initiate on the cusp of an ordeal, the
mortal man struggles with the temptation of weakness and refusal. In one of the
ÀOP·VPRVWHIIHFWLYHLQQRYDWLRQV*LEVRQ
SHUVRQLÀHVWKLVWHPSWDWLRQLQWKHDVFULStural introduction of an effeminate and
KRUULÀFDOO\VHGXFWLYH6DWDQ
Played by the youthful Italian actress
Rosalinda Celentano, this Satan literally glows with androgynous perversity,
combining “so many levels of gendered
and sexual depravity, through so many
symbolic modes of sign, play, and paroG\WKDWVKHHQGVXSHPHUJLQJDVRQHRI
WKHEUDYXUDLQYHQWLRQVRI*LEVRQ·VÀOPµ
*UHYHQ +RZHYHULQQRYDWLYH
the gender-bent androgyny of this Satan
also provides a crucial didactic clue to
viewers, allowing them to negotiate the
tension between the trope of androgyny
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and vital evanescence and the complementary tension between the transformaWLYH HIÀFDF\ RI LQLWLDWLRQ DQG LWV LQVWLWXtionalizing impetus.
The introduction of the demonically
beautiful androgyne into the Garden reinforces the shadow play quality of the
too-easy surrender of Jesus to the soldiers, and makes it clear no compassionDWH RU SDFLÀVW LPSXOVH PRWLYDWHG -HVXV
to tell Peter to put away his sword. The
UHDO FRQÁLFW LV DW WKH VXSHUQDWXUDO OHYHO
between Jesus-as-almost-Christ and Satan as the ugly-beautiful temptation of
feminine weakness. Demonstrating his
PDVFXOLQH ÀWQHVV WR IDFH WKH RUGHDO WKDW
awaits him—that is, his appropriate submission to God-the-Father—he saves face
as a warrior, in effect recruiting the audiHQFHWRDSDUWLFXODUPRGHRILGHQWLÀFDWLRQ
constellated by his violent rebuke of the
Devil.
In a show-stealing scene that multiplies the already “perverse” symbolism
of the youthfully androgynous Satan, the
Devil produces a snake that crawls from
XQGHUKLVKHUVNLUWVVOLGLQJZLWKKRUULÀF
lasciviousness towards Jesus, who kneels
in prayer. The serpent glides caressingly
over the hand of Jesus in the precise place
where the nail will soon attach him to the
cross. He rises, not in revulsion, but with
menacing deliberateness, emphatically
smashing the serpent’s head under the
heel of his sandal while staring down the
Devil.
 ,Q WKH YLVXDO HFRQRP\ RI WKH ÀOP D
Jesus who might otherwise be construed
as androgynous in appearance—Caviezel being a rather pretty actor when not
FRYHUHG LQ SURVWKHWLF DQGRU GLJLWDOO\
FRQMXUHG ZRXQGV³LV UHQGHUHG VDIHO\

thoroughly masculine in contrast with
Celentano’s Satan. Another way to think
of this contrast is that it allows any tension
about the universality of the Christ threatening the institution of manhood as embodied in the person of Jesus to dissipate.
The institutional demarcation between
masculine and feminine is reinforced by
visually drawing the line between Jesus,
a real man no matter how pretty, and Satan’s uncanny androgyny. The Christian
universality of the hybrid being JesusChrist that doctrinally admits women as
well as men to the ranks of salvation is
here represented as unambiguously male,
UHMHFWLQJ WUDGLWLRQDO DQGURJ\QRXV GHSLFtions of the embodied Jesus and simultaneously framing viewers’ experience of
that which is to come: the torturous process of vital evanescence as transformational ritual-cum-metaphysical-warfare
rather than victimization.
At the same time the transformative
character of the rite behind the movie is reinforced. In the Garden, Jesus has not yet
crossed the threshold; he has not yet entered the liminal phase of the rite wherein
the status transition—man to god, mirroring the transition of boy to man—is
enacted. As he waits at the threshold, he
HVWDEOLVKHVKLVERQDÀGHVKLVULJKWWREH
initiated, paralleling the pre-separation
anxiety of boys awaiting their turn to be
taken. Jesus acts out his worthiness by
overcoming the agony and choosing the
RUGHDOE\GHPRQVWUDWLQJÀOLDOSLHW\LQKLV
submission to God-the-Father, and most
effectively through his confrontation with
the Devil: manly violence deployed with
VXUJLFDO SUHFLVLRQ LQ WKH UHMHFWLRQ RI DQdrogyny!
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the masculine steadfastness of his choice.6
Every step he takes away from the temptation in the Garden, moving through the
various moments of separation from his
life that was, Jesus becomes more certain,
WUDQVÀJXUHG E\ WKH ZRUNLQJV RI WKH ULWH
Gone now are the doubts and anxieties
of Gethsemane, crushed like the head of
Satan’s snake under his heel. Here is a
steely-eyed Christ, his human body ever
PRUH GLVÀJXUHG (YHU\ HIIRUW WR GHÁHFW
him from his purpose—which is to be
FUXFLÀHG³LV PHW ZLWK D ODFRQLF GLVGDLQ
bordering on contempt. The performance
by Caviezel here is, I think, underappreciated: he sells the stoic spiritual warrior of
Gibson’s imagination.
Now to the main event. Dragged before
the Roman governor Pontius Pilate, Jesus
LV VHQWHQFHG WR ÁRJJLQJ³WKH XVXDO SUHFXUVRU WR FUXFLÀ[LRQ WKRXJK WKDW GRRP
has not yet been pronounced. The beating
begins. Through torture after torture, the
DXGLHQFH OLNH 0DU\ 0DLD 0RUJHQVWHUQ 
DQG0DU\0DJGDOHQ 0RQLFD%HOOXFFL LV
held in a spell of horror and awe. Yet the
reaction shots, focused on the two women, mediate audience responses which by
Gibson’s design simply cannot encompass the heroic suffering of Jesus. Even to
witness this artistic rendition of ritual suffering becomes for the audience a terrible
ordeal—an ordeal that in its cinematic exaggeration has the power, at least for the
most receptive segment of the audience,
to trigger visceral body memory, what is
sometimes called mental time travel 077 
,Q077WKHVXEMHFWLVPRPHQWDULO\WUDQVported into the midst of episodic memory,
essentially re-experiencing a particular
event, including its sensual and emoWLRQDOFRPSRQHQWV %R\HU :KLOH

Following the glimpse behind the
metaphysical curtain, reassured that Jesus
LVQR XQPDQO\ YLFWLPEXWDYROXQWHHUIRU
the Cross, the literal forms of arrest, trial,
MXGLFLDOWRUWXUHDQGH[HFXWLRQWKDWIROORZ
become mere appearances. What actually
happens is the rite of passage, albeit an
LQLWLDWLRQWKDWDOVRGRXEOHVDVDVDFULÀFH³
which is also foreshadowed in the Gethsemane scene. Satan, encountering Jesus
in the midst of his human apprehension,
mocks him, saying: “Do you really believe
that one man can bear the full burden of
sin?”
The Devil’s question is key, a reminder
that the embodied human suffering that
follows is exactly not gratuitous, but a sacULÀFHIRUWKHJUHDWHUJRRG7KHPDVRFKLVWLFHPEUDFHRIFUXFLÀ[LRQPXVWQRWEHFRQstrued as a perversion of desire, pleasure
LQSDLQRUWKHHPEUDFHRIDEMHFWLRQ6DWDQ
DOUHDG\ RFFXSLHV WKH DEMHFW JURXQG ,Q
KLVUHMHFWLRQRIWKHVDWDQLFWHPSWDWLRQVRI
weakness and androgyny, Jesus chooses a
path of meaningful suffering, of enduring
IRUD JUHDWHVWSRVVLEOH FDXVH³WDNLQJRQ
“the full burden of sin”—which is what
I call heroic masochism (Gardiner 2013a,
 
 7KH ÀOP VWUHWFKHV RXW WKH VHSDUDWLRQ
phase of the ritual and builds anticipatory dread for the ordeal to come, not only
through the familiarity of the narrative,
but because of its emplotment as a rite
of passage. Even as Christ is supposed
to be FUXFLÀHGRUGHDOLVVXSSRVHGWRIROlow separation in the liminal phase of the
ritual. In this context, the trial before the
Sanhedrin, the questioning by Herod,
the sentencing by Pilate and the crowd’s
choice of Barabbas over Jesus primarily
serve as narrative redundancy, amplifying
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PRVWFRQWHPSRUDU\VXEMHFWVZLOOQRWKDYH
initiatory memories as distinct as the hundreds of examples described in the ethnoJUDSKLFUHFRUG *LOPRUH WKHGHSLFWLRQ RI ULWXDOL]HG VXIIHULQJ LQ WKH ÀOP LV
so thorough as to provide multiple points
RILGHQWLÀFDWLRQVXIÀFLHQWWRSURYRNHWKH
recall of any personal experience of acute
suffering either endured or witnessed.
The crucial point of the liminal phase
occurs when Jesus, bloody and tortured
beyond sensibility, beyond sanity—at one
point the barbed whip used on him sticks
LQ KLV EDFN VR GHÀDQWO\ WKDW WKH EXUO\
Roman torturer is hard pressed to rip it
away again—is dragged once again before Pilate. The body of Jesus is bloodied
almost beyond recognition, and a feeling
of exhausted nausea settles over the auGLHQFH7KLVVLFNHQHGLGHQWLÀFDWLRQRIWKH
ÀOP DXGLHQFH PHGLDWHG E\ WKH FRPSDVsionate suffering of the maternal Mary, is
in marked contrast to the onscreen audience, which is perversely blood-drunk.
Meanwhile the Roman governor is visibly moved to sympathy by the sight of
the tortured Jesus.
“Behold the man,” shouts Pilate, reprimanding the viciousness of the crowd as
he supports Jesus by the arm, echoing the
words of John 19:5.
The mob, whipped up by the sinister
-HZLVK OHDGHUVKLS MHHU DQG VKRXW EDFN
“Crucify him!”
Pilate’s reply is sad, that of a man who
has measured human nature and found
it wanting: “Isn’t this enough?” he asks.
“Look at him!”
The inevitable response, of course—
mandated by the scriptural source material—is the demand for immediate cruciÀ[LRQ

 3LODWHWKHVROGLHUO\ÀJXUHRI,PSHULDO
Rome, is thus cast as the reluctant agent
of Jesus’ execution; the lion’s share of
the guilt is reserved for the Jewish mob
and its priestly leaders. While soldiers of
Rome enact the scourging of Jesus with
a giddy sadistic glee, Pilate as a Roman
leader sympathizes with the suffering
victim and goes along with the demands
IRUFUXFLÀ[LRQDSSDUHQWO\RQO\WRNHHSWKH
peace, after “washing his hands” of it. Yet
HYHQWKLVDSSDUHQWSDUDGR[LVÀUPO\URRWed in the formulaic progression of the rite
of passage. Jesus must be seen to choose
his end, to be the heroic master of his own
fate. He cannot be a feminized victim of
imperial power.
“Speak to me,” pleads Pilate. “I have
the power to crucify you, or else to set
you free.”
“You have no power over me…” answers Jesus, “…except what is given to
you from above.”
The sadism of the Roman torturers
reads differently when they are considered—though it is scarcely possible—as
the authorized agents of a transcendent
and necessary ritual. Like circumcisers,
they enact a violence on the body that
outside of the ritual context would be entirely wicked, nearly incomprehensible.
Here Gibson’s profoundly ahistorical Pilate also has an important role.7 The Roman role here is ritually necessary and
Pilate is at the center, representing an
XQÁLQFKLQJ SDJDQ PDVFXOLQLW\ DQG VWDWH
DXWKRULW\ ZHOOTXDOLÀHG WR FDUU\ RXW WKH
initiation of Jesus. Gibson’s anti-Semitic
depiction of the bickering treachery of the
priests and the effeminate decadence of
+HURGGLVTXDOLÀHVWKH-HZLVKDXWKRULWLHV
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Condemned, Jesus is taken away and
SUHSDUHG IRU KLV ÀQDO DSRWKHRVLV $JDLQ
via the agency of the hyper-masculine
Roman soldiers, he is made to “bear his
cross” to the place of his execution, and
is nailed to it—a process the unabridged
YHUVLRQRIWKHÀOPSUHVHQWVXQEOLQNLQJO\
There Jesus lingers on the far threshold,
nearly ready for the moment of aggregaWLRQZKHQKHZLOOUHMRLQWKHVRFLDOZRUOG
DV WKH &KULVW ,Q WKH ÀQDO PLQXWHV RI WKH
ÀOP D KHUHWRIRUH DEVHQW *RGWKH)DWKHU
looks down on the tableau of Calvary
and sheds a single divine tear over the
death of his mortal son. The tear falls to
the dusty ground and reverberates as an
earthquake, and the Temple is literally
VSOLWLQWZR7HUULÀHGWKH5RPDQH[HFXtioners hurry to end it, and thrust a spear
into the side of Jesus. Satan kneels and
writhes in what appears to be an eroticalO\DEMHFWUDJHRQWKHFUDFNHGDQGEDUUHQ
JURXQGVLJQLI\LQJKLVKHUGHIHDWE\WKH
Christ victorious.
The body of Jesus is removed from the
cross—savaged but still visibly muscular
and male—and held across the lap of his
youthful mother Mary. She is in shock,
pained beyond tears, mirroring scenes
of reunion between mortal mothers and
mortal remains of sons enacted so many
millions of times in the last century alone.
In the end, Jesus emerges on cue from the
tomb, reborn as the Christ. And here Gibson doesn’t bother to linger, for the resurrected Christ has achieved transcendence.
He is much like the fallen soldiers upon
ZKRVH SDUWLFXODU VDFULÀFHV LW LV EHVW QRW
to dwell upon too closely, lest one disturb
the delicate ideological screen that separates the sacred from the meaningless.
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Conclusion
The Passion of the Christ is a controverVLDOÀOPWKDWSRODUL]HGFULWLFDOUHVSRQVHV
For its detractors it was an anti-Semitic
spectacle of pornographic violence that
excluded the most vital teachings in the
Christian tradition. For its supporters, the
violence Gibson depicted facilitated an
audience member’s experience of personal suffering, allowing them to immerse
themselves in the underlying ritual structure and to identify with the purposeful
suffering of Jesus, at least up to a point,
DQGFHOHEUDWHKLVUHGHPSWLYHVDFULÀFH
Gibson’s Jesus is the obedient warriorson, sent to do battle with the demonic
HQHP\-HVXVLVWRUWXUHGDQGFUXFLÀHGVR
that he may be transformed from man,
weak as all men are, into something
more, a weapon who can lead the hosts
of heaven against the powers of evil. His
suffering is central to that transformation.
It forged him into battle-readiness. As a
boy is made into a man, made to be always vigilant against the seductive inner
pull of feminine weakness and softness,
steely-eyed Jesus is made into Christ,
now and forever beyond its reach.
This particular Passion narrative, while
grounded in long tradition, is only one of
many possible and contested Passion narratives. It is however the version precisely in tune with the tensions and divisions
of a culture with militarist defaults, wedded to the values of heroic masochism,
in a state which at the time of its release
HQOLVWHGZRPHQDV QRQFRPEDW VROGLHUV
and was widely rumored, though not yet
proven beyond all possible doubt, to engage in torture. In such a context Gibson’s
decision to focus on embodied masculine
VXIIHULQJ LQ WKH ÀOP LV QRW MXVW DQ LQWHU-
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vention in the tradition of Christological
depiction—though it is certainly that—
but also an intervention into masculine
ideals in American culture more broadly.
Heroic masochism is the key component of a style of masculinity, militarized
masculinity, in which to be a man is to be
ÀWIRUPLOLWDU\VHUYLFH,ISHUKDSVQRWTXLWH
KHJHPRQLFLQ&RQQHOO·VWHUPV  WKLV
HWKRVLVQRQHWKHOHVVH[WUDRUGLQDULO\LQÁXential, drawing aspirants eager to suffer
what they must for the sake of that transformation which make them into weapons and invests them with a position of
gendered privilege.
Gibson is showing us something cruFLDO WKH JORULÀFDWLRQ RI WUDQVIRUPDWLYH
suffering. And it is alluring in its promise:
that anyone willing to pay the appropriate
price in pain and humiliation can enter the
exclusive club of militarized masculinity
DQGWKHUHE\MRLQWKHÀJKWDJDLQVWWKHHQHmy and participate in the privileges due a
valorized, toughened self. The toughened
militarized self, in turn—grounded in the
UHMHFWLRQ RI DOZD\VVXVSHFWHG EHFDXVH
DOO WRR KXPDQ  ZHDNQHVV VRIWQHVV DQG
excessive compassion—is not only authoUL]HGWRLQÁLFW WUDQVIRUPDWLYH SDLQXSRQ
others, but does so as part of militarized
masculinity.
 &RQVLGHUDWLRQRIWKHSRVW$PHULcan context of production circles back to
this question: why (given the ritual logics
SUHYLRXVO\DGXPEUDWHG must Christ have
been Jesus—a male? The early twentyÀUVWFHQWXU\KDVZLWQHVVHGWKHH[SORVLYH
growth of women in roles previously reserved for men, particularly the role of
soldiers.8 The institutional separation of
men from women has been threatened
by feminism, by individual rights and by

the relentless logic of capitalism. It does
not require a detailed knowledge of Mel
Gibson’s politics to see the ways in which
KLV FKRLFHV DV ÀOPPDNHU UHVSRQG WR WKLV
context.9
The contemporary destabilizing of the
institutionalizing function of gendered initiation, not to mention the retreat of such
rites into specialized niches, provokes
movement within the transformational
logics of the rite, suggesting ever-escalating ordeals. With enough suffering, Gibson’s narrative seems to suggest, surely
the institutional demarcation between
men and women can be stabilized. It is
worth noting that such a gendered politics must be played out on the bodies of
men and boys, demanding an embrace of
the ethos of heroic masochism.
Within this logic of gender, a real man
is not, can never be truly a victim; he can
be overwhelmed by superior forces, but
surrender and submission is not thinkable without failure, without giving over
to the seductive feminine pull of internal
weakness: Gibson’s Satan. It is crucial to
the logic of a masculine rite of passage
that the initiate be willing and not a victim, and that the candidate be worthy,
able to endure the ordeal. Gibson raised
the bar of the ordeal beyond comprehensibility, attempting to reauthorize proper
masculinity. In this context Gibson draws
on powerful cultural conventions to supSRUW KLV SURMHFW +H NQRZV WKDW ZKLOH
there may be female persons (or androgyQRXVPHQ ZKRFRXOGEHLPDJLQHGWRHQGXUHWKHWRUWXUHVKHGHSLFWVTXDOLÀFDWLRQ
becomes irrelevant in the gaze of the audience. It expects to see a male initiate not
MXVWEHFDXVH´HYHU\RQHNQRZVµ&KULVWLVD
man—the hypostatic logic and artistic tra-
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dition is anything but clear on this unless
we insist on gendering god—but because
WKHSRVWDXGLHQFHZRXOGEHXQDEOH
to read a woman as other than a victim,
and worse a victim whose heroic body
might be construed as a pornographic
REMHFW GLVTXDOLÀHG IURP KHURLF WUDQVFHQdence.
Thus, for all of the noise and heat a
EOLQGVSRWUHPDLQVDWWKHÀOP·VFRUHWKH
presumptive necessity, one might even
say goodness, of embodied male suffering. While transcendence through suffering may be the very point of Passion
narratives, the Christological tradition of
depiction and narrative does not require
Gibson’s relentless masculinization of Jesus. Arguably it is the ongoing American
FXOWXUH ZDUV RI WKH WZHQW\ÀUVW FHQWXU\
that make such a move both resonant and
nearly invisible, particularly to the critics
for whom the bloody torture depicted is
pointless violence rather than purposeful
suffering. I prefer not to question the depiction of suffering, but to ask why critics
concede that heroic suffering is necessary,
KRZHYHUXQFRPIRUWDEOHWKH\ÀQGLWVGHpiction.

3DOJUDYH0F0LOODQ =HY*DUEHU·VMel
Gibson’s Passion: The Film, the Controversy
and its Implications (Purdue University Press,
 -RVHSK(JDQ·VBrave Heart of Jesus: Mel
Gibson’s Postmodern Way of the Cross (Columbia
3UHVV DQGSDUWLFXODUO\UHOHYDQWKHUHLQ
David Greven’s Manhood in Hollywood from
Bush to Bush (University of Texas Press,
 SDUWLFXODUO\FKDSWHUVHYHQ´7KH'HYLO
:HDUV$EMHFWLRQ 7KH 3DVVLRQ RI WKH &KULVWµ
Similarly a search in the database Academic
Search Complete of peer-reviewed articles
that feature both “Gibson” and “Passion of
WKH&KULVWµ\LHOGVQHDUO\ÀYHKXQGUHGUHVXOWV
To put that into perspective, a similar search
for “Matrix” and “Wachowski” yields less
than half that number.
2
The only work I know of that deals
substantively with The Passion of the Christ
WRDSSHDULQDPDMRUDQWKURSRORJLFDOMRXUQDO
LV 6WHYHQ &DWRQ·V   DUWLFOH ´&RHW]HH
Agamben, and the Passion of Abu Ghraib,”
published in American Anthropologist.
3
Some key exceptions are David Greven’s
  ZRUN RQ The Passion in his Manhood
in Hollywood from Bush to Bush and Kent
%ULQWQDOO·V  WUHDWPHQWLQEcce Homo: The
Male-Body-in-Pain as Redemptive Figure. David
6DYUDQ·V  ERRNTaking it Like a Man: White
Masculinity, Masochism, and Contemporary
American Culture, comes too early to include
The Passion but nonetheless addresses the
relationship between male suffering and
Notes
cultural forms in a powerful way
1
Even a cursory search of Google Scholar or 4
I have not differentiated the ways in which
the Library of Congress catalogue turns up
various
supportive audiences—Evangelical,
dozens of monographs and essay collections
FRQVHUYDWLYH&DWKROLFHWF³UHFHLYHGWKHÀOP
focused in whole or in part on Gibson’s
ÀOPLQFOXGLQJWROLVWRQO\DQRWDEOHIHZWKH There are doubtless important distinctions to
collection Mel Gibson’s Bible: Religion, Popular be made but part of the argument herein is that
Culture and “The Passion of the Christ” (Univ. the overarching framework of the masculine
RI &KLFDJR   HGLWHG E\ 7LPRWK\ %HDO rite of passage, in the context of ongoing
and Tom Linafelt; sociologist Neal King’s American culture wars over gender ideals
The Passion of the Christ (Palgrave McMillan, and militarism, provides a level of resonance
 %UHQW3ODWH·VHGLWHGYROXPHRe-Viewing WKDWLVDYDLODEOHWRFULWLFVDQGVKDUHGE\DQG
The Passion: Mel Gibson’s Film and its Critics RULGHQWLÀHGZLWKE\VXSSRUWLYHDXGLHQFHV
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5

From an aesthetic point of view the way
Gibson uses cinematic violence in The Passion
is devastatingly effective. Aesthetic triumph,
however, does not compensate for the anti6HPLWLF ELJRWU\ *LEVRQ UHIXVHV WR GHÁHFW LQ
his telling of the Passion narrative. Given that
the historical anti-Judaism that is the ancestor
of murderous anti-Semitism has always been
deeply imbricated in particular interpretations
of the Passion story—as argued by theologian
-RKQ&URVVDQ  ³WKLVLVDVLJQDOIDLOXUH
RIWKHÀOP
6
The historical context for the inclusion of
these scenes in the gospels are a separate
matter, disputed by theologians and historians
of religion, most likely having to do with
intra-Jewish politics in the century following
WKH FUXFLÀ[LRQ RI -HVXV &URVVDQ   6XFK
concerns, however, will barely intrude on
a contemporary audience apart from a few
specialists.
7
While there is no consensus among historians
RQ WKH ÀJXUH RI 3LODWH WKHUH LV QR VXSSRUW
for Gibson’s portrayal of him as a manly,
V\PSDWKHWLF ÀJXUH SXW XSRQ DQG SHUKDSV
even intimidated by a bloodthirsty Jewish
PRE $XV0DFOHDQ 
8
Women have been an increasing presence
in the U.S. military since the end of selective
service in 1973 and they reached crucial
OHYHOV RI YLVLELOLW\ LQ WKH ZDNH RI 
About 10 percent of those who have served
in Afghanistan and Iraq, 15 percent of all
active duty personnel, and 20 percent of the
total U.S. armed forces, including reserves are
ZRPHQ 3DUULVK 
9
Gibson’s politics, including his anti-Semitism
and a form of conservative Catholicism
WKDW UHMHFWV WKH UHIRUPV RI 9DWLFDQ ,, DUH QRW
irrelevant to understanding The Passion of the
Christ EXW ZKDW PDNHV WKH ÀOP HIIHFWLYH IRU
many who do not share these beliefs is the
resonance of heroic suffering, the frame of the
male rite of passage, and the ongoing cultural
confrontation around ideal manhood and its
relationship to military values.
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HO *LEVRQ·V  ÀOP The Passion of the Christ, has been hugely popular and very controverVLDO6WHYHQ*DUGLQHUSURYLGHVVLJQLÀFDQW
insights about the appeal of “heroic masochism” in this movie, with its horrorÀOPVFHQHVRI-HVXVEHLQJWRUWXUHGE\DQcient Romans at the urging of his fellow
-HZV*DUGLQHUÀQGVWKLVV\PSWRPDWLFRI
a current American ethos of “militarized
masculinity,” arguing that the traditional
Christ narrative “does not require Gibson’s relentless masculinization of Jesus.”
Yet in order to make this claim, Gardiner
SUXQHV *LEVRQ·V ÀOP ZLWK LWV PDQ\ SRWHQWLDOYLHZSRLQWVDQGDXGLHQFHLGHQWLÀcations, into a narrow narrative lens.
 *DUGLQHU ÀQGV ´D EOLQG VSRWµ DW WKH
ÀOP·VFHQWHU´WKHSUHVXPSWLYHQHFHVVLW\
one might even say goodness, of embodied male suffering.” He argues that the
´SRVW DXGLHQFHµ ZRXOG QRW DFFHSW
a woman in the role of a tortured hero,
Jesus here, because her body would then
EHYLFWLPL]HGDVD´SRUQRJUDSKLFREMHFWµ
%XW *LEVRQ·V REMHFWLI\LQJ RI WKH ERG\ RI
WKHDFWRU-LP&DYLH]HOLQWKLVÀOPDQGKLV
own in other heroic action movies, is both
pornographic and transcendent depending on how it is viewed by non-believers
and believers in the audience. Male and
female viewers might be drawn to the
eroticism of a “pretty actor . . . covered
LQ SURVWKHWLF DQGRU GLJLWDOO\ FRQMXUHG

wounds,” as Gardiner aptly describes
KLP RU UHSXOVHG ZKHQ ÁHVK LV ULSSHG
from that body or nails pierce its limbs.
Yet Gardiner does not consider the variety of other characters onscreen, male and
IHPDOHREVHUYLQJWKHREMHFWLÀHGERG\RI
-HVXV³DV LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ SRLQWV IRU GLIIHUent movie viewers with numerous associations in their brain’s “inner theatres”
3L]]DWR 
As I have argued before, while comSDULQJWKLVÀOPWRPHGLHYDOELEOLFDOSOD\V
through current neuroscience, along with
Artaudian and Brechtian theories of the
VDFULÀFLDODFWRUWKHUHLVDWOHDVWDQHFGRWDO
evidence of viewers identifying with the
WRUWXUHG -HVXV DV D VXEMHFW DFURVV JHQder, with mirror-neurons and emotional
contagion evoking physical suffering in
WKH DXGLHQFH     $ ZRPDQ
LQ :LFKLWD .DQVDV 3HJJ\ 6FRWW  UHSRUWedly died from a heart attack she suffered
while watching the movie. Perhaps she
QRWRQO\LGHQWLÀHGZLWKWKHSDLQRI-HVXV
but also mimicked in her body the agony
of his mother and Mary Magdalene onscreen: wiping his blood from the cobblestones after his scourging, watching him
die on the cross, and cradling his corpse.
Instead of considering these female alOLHV DV YLHZHU LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ SRLQWV *DUdiner focuses on the androgyny of Satan
5RVDOLQGD &HOHQWDQR  DV -HVXV·V HQHP\
especially in the opening scene of temptation in the garden. Although played by
D IHPDOH WKH 6DWDQ ÀJXUH LV DOVR VKRZQ
with a phallic snake crawling out from
XQGHU KLVKHU UREH  $IWHU WKH VQDNH
crawls over his hand, Jesus rises from
the ground and stomps his foot near it—
“smashing the serpent’s head under the
heel of his sandal while staring down
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the devil” (in Gardiner’s view, although
a smashed serpent’s head is not actually
VKRZQ RQVFUHHQ   6DWDQ DOVR DSSHDUV DW
the scourging scene as a perverse Madonna, holding an elderly-faced, anti-Christ
child—perhaps as a Brechtian distancing device, raising awareness in some
spectators of their own sadomasochistic
pleasure in observing the bloody spectacle and nurturing its popular creativity.
But Gardiner sees the Jesus-Satan rivalry
WKURXJKRXWWKHÀOPPHUHO\LQWHUPVRID
militarized masculinity versus “the uglybeautiful temptation of feminine weakness.” Gardiner also terms this binary rivalry as a choice between the meaningful
suffering of “heroic masochism” (which
KHQRQHWKHOHVVFULWLTXHV RUD´SHUYHUVLRQ
of desire, [with] pleasure in pain . . . [and]
WKHHPEUDFHRIDEMHFWLRQµUHSUHVHQWHGE\
Satan’s androgynous temptations.
Such masculine heroism versus feminine compassion is explored more fully
LQ 0DUWLQ 6FRUVHVH·V  ÀOP The Last
Temptation of Christ. It shows the militaristic desires of Judas as an anti-Roman
terrorist, and of Paul as imperial preacher,
against the family-man potential of Jesus
beyond the cross after his mystical visions
in the desert, forming a complex tragic
VDFULÀFH 3L]]DWR *LEVRQ·VÀOPKDV
a more limited focus, but Gardiner makes
it seem even narrower. He presents all
of The Passion as a “rite of passage” for
Jesus from “the pre-separation anxiety
of boys,” paralleled by his agony in the
garden, through the “liminal phase” of
KLVVFRXUJLQJDQGFUXFLÀ[LRQDVER\PDQ
or man-god, with the Roman torturers as
“authorized agents of a transcendent and
necessary ritual” to his resurrection from
a cave tomb. But what is the symbolic
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frame for this imaginary rite of passage
and its real pain (especially real for Peggy
6FRWW WKDWPLUURUVDXGLHQFHGHVLUHVIRUD
transcendent meaning to their own sufferings?
 $V*DUGLQHUEULHÁ\PHQWLRQVQHDUWKH
HQGRIWKHÀOP´DKHUHWRIRUHDEVHQW*RG
the Father looks down on the tableau of
Calvary and sheds a single divine tear
over the death of his mortal son.” But
WKDW )DWKHU ÀJXUH ZDV DOVR SUHVHQW IRU
EHOLHYHUV  MXVW RIIVFUHHQ LQ WKH RSHQLQJ
Garden of Gethsemane scene, with Jesus
praying to avoid the “chalice” of suffering that another part of His Godhood
was demanding. For Christians, the full
DUF RI WKH ÀOP·V VDFULÀFH LV FUXFLDO WR LWV
transcendent meaning: God showing His
love by becoming human, suffering, and
dying, in order to lead people in a lifelong
passage to eternal bliss.
 ,Q *LEVRQ·V ÀOP WKH SDVVLRQ RI -Hsus Christ is not only an exemplary rite
of passage, mirroring current American
demands of masochistic masculinity for
men and women soldiers (as Gardiner
VXJJHVWV  WKXV HQFRXUDJLQJ VXFK VDFULÀFHVLQUHDOOLIHDQGJLYLQJWKHPDJUHDWHU
PHDQLQJ 7KH ÀOP DOVR SUXQHV WKH QHXral networks of movie viewers in many
other potential ways. It engages particuODU EHOLHIV DVVRFLDWLRQV DQG LGHQWLÀFDtions in each viewer, strengthening those
brain circuits as others die off, according
to a lifelong process of neural Darwinian
VDFULÀFH7KLVDOWHUVHDFKVSHFWDWRU·VLQQHUWKHDWUHWKURXJK$UWDXGLDQLGHQWLÀFDWLRQV ZLWK WKH DFWRU·V VDFULÀFH DQG NH\
moments of Brechtian distancing in the
YDULRXVYLHZSRLQWVWKHÀOPRIIHUV7KHVH
Artaudian and Brechtian options of sacriÀFLDOLQWLPDF\RUFULWLFDOGLVWDQFHLQYROYH
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different camera angles, dramatic conGardiner simply stresses the third of
texts, and other cinematic elements—plus WKHVH RSWLRQV³DQG WKDW ÀWV WKH PHOReach viewer’s choice in how to watch.
dramatic mode of clear-cut good versus
For example, with God the Father evil in many Hollywood action movies.
ZDWFKLQJDWWKHHGJHVRIWKHÀOPOLNHWKHPDVV (Mel Gibson’s 2006 scandal involving a
audience from Gethsemane to Calvary and be- drunken anti-Semitic slur, along with the
yond, certain aspects of a cosmic, political, so- GHSLFWLRQRI-HZLVKOHDGHUVLQWKHÀOPDV
cial, personal, or inner brain theatre might be more vicious than Pilate, suggests a parevoked with Artaudian passion and Brechtian ticular combination of these options for
awareness. God is not shown looking down WKHÀOPPDNHUDOVR %XWHYHQLQKLVFULon Calvary, as Gardiner suggests. Instead, WLTXHRIKHURLFPDVRFKLVPDVUHÁHFWLQJD
larger problem
the movie auin
American
dience is given
culture,
GarGod’s viewpoint,
diner
repeats
looking
down
its
melodrawith Him from
matic
domiabove, even seenance
in
anaing the Calvary
lyzing Gibson’s
crosses through
ÀOP ,QVWHDG
His tear as a lens.
God’s Tear. The Passion of the Christ. New Market Films 2004
one might ex(This detail is not
plore various
mentioned
by
*DUGLQHU :KHQWKHWHDUKLWVWKHJURXQG tragicomic (Artaudian, Brechtian, neuroas Gardiner says, it “reverberates as an VFLHQWLÀF DQG WKXV GHHSO\ ELRSROLWLFDO 
earthquake” causing the Temple to be PHDQLQJVRIVDFULÀFLDOYLROHQFHRQVFUHHQ
destroyed and leading to another scene replaying in the brains and lives of the
RI 6DWDQ LQ ´HURWLFDOO\ DEMHFW UDJH RQ WKH mass audience—especially with Americracked and barren ground, signifying FDQV·SRVWWHPSWDWLRQWRÀJKWDSRFDKLVKHU GHIHDW E\ WKH &KULVW YLFWRULRXVµ lyptic villains in the “Holy Land” and in
But this falling tear of reverberating vio- the “Birthplace of Civilization” that surlence, showing divine compassion for rounds it.
suffering and yet further destruction on
HDUWK PLJKW EH VHHQ DV FDXVHG E\   D
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While Gardiner evokes the militaristic dimension of Gibson’s Jesus—via
his reading of the crushing of the snake
LQ WKH *DUGHQ RI *HWKVHPDQH³WKH ÀOP
pushes even further, explicitly drawing
connections between the Son of God and
executive leaders of the military. When
Pontius Pilate pleads with the Jewish
leaders to spare the man, Gibson visually
links Jesus with the Roman prefect. He
places them side by side, their faces ofWHQ LQWHUPLQJOLQJ ZLWKLQ TXDUWHUSURÀOH
shots. These compositional equivalences,
which highlight the shared reddish color
of their garbs, have a multivalent effect
beyond absolving Pilate of responsibility in Christ’s death. Such a correlation
with the Roman Empire’s representative
functions to present Jesus as emblematic
of a spiritual empire of his own. The link
also shapes our understanding of Jesus’
dominion as a particularly militaristic
one. The soldierly qualities of Gibson’s
&KULVW EHFRPH LOOXPLQDWHG E\ WKH MX[taposition of his bloody skin against Pilate’s glistening armor, each wearing the
uniform issued by their respective commander: one made of silver, the other
PDGHRIÁHVK7KHVLJKWRI-HVXVRQWKH
right shoulder of a benevolent state leader whispering encouraging words while
the multitudes attempt to sway his hand
appears deeply imbricated within a postPRPHQWZKHQ3UHVLGHQW*HRUJH:
Bush often acknowledged God’s wisdom
while calling for retribution for the attacks. In the former president’s 2011 autobiography, Decision Points, Bush recalls
praying to himself, “Lord, let your light
shine through me” before delivering a
speech that intertwined pronouncements
on God’s divine love with the prospect of

n his article, “Behold the Man: Heroic
Masochism and Mel Gibson’s Passion,” cultural anthropologist Steven
*DUGLQHULGHQWLÀHVZK\*LEVRQ·VThe Passion of the Christ so resonated with postDXGLHQFHV*DUGLQHUIUXLWIXOO\GUDZV
upon anthropological ideas on rites of
SDVVDJHWRIUDPH*LEVRQ·VÀOPDVDPHGLtation on obtaining manhood through
VXIIHULQJ +H ÀQGV WKDW WKH ÀOP GHSLFWV
a heroic masochism, a “socially desirable
VXIIHULQJ LQÁLFWHG RQ DQG DFFHSWHG E\
men as a warrant for masculine privilege”
*DUGLQHU )LQGLQJDEOLQGVSRW
within the critical consensus, which has
RIWHQVHHQWKHÀOPDVGHSLFWLQJSRLQWOHVV
violence, Gardiner argues that The Passion
of the Christ in fact employs the spectacle
of incredible violence on the male body
WRFDQQLO\GHÁHFWFRQWHPSRUDU\FRQFHUQV
of a destabilized masculinity. By focusing
on heroic masochism, however, Gardiner
IRUHFORVHVDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHÀOP·V
vision of a militant femininity, portrayed
LQWKHDQGURJ\QRXVYLROHQWÀJXUHRI6Dtan. In this response, I will offer a reading
RI WKH ÀOP WKDW ZLOO EXWWUHVV *DUGLQHU·V
reading of the strange militancy of Gibson’s Christ and his relation to executive
power. At the same time, I will engage
with feminist theories on women in comEDW WR ÀOO D EOLQG VSRW LQ *DUGLQHU·V DFcount—how Gibson’s amorphously gendered Satan contains a power to nullify
the purpose of the divine warrior-son’s
VDFULÀFHZKLFKWKHÀOPQHYHUTXLWHRYHUcomes.
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WKH QDWLRQ·V YHQJHDQFH %XVK   7KH
image of the military leader sharing the
frame with Christ helps to underline the
extent to which Gibson’s biblical epic is
not cleaved from, but is in dialogue with,
D SRVW ZRUOG³DQ DOOHJRULFDO LQWHUrelation that Gardiner very astutely highlights.
 *DUGLQHU LQ KLV UHDGLQJ RI WKH ÀOP
LGHQWLÀHV WKH SDUWLFXODUO\ PDVFXOLQH VXIfering of Gibson’s Christ as “an intervention into masculine ideals in American
culture more broadly” (Gardiner 2014,
 :KHQPDNLQJWKLVVXJJHVWLRQ*DUdiner references the broader debates surrounding women in the military followLQJWKH$EX*KUDLEVFDQGDO+HÀQGVWKDW
WKH 'HYLO LV LGHQWLÀHG IRU KLV SUHVXPHG
androgyny and said to “represent the seductive feminine pull of internal weakness” (ibid.   7KH XQGHUO\LQJ YDOHQFH RI
WKLV UHDGLQJ LV WKDW WKH ÀOP·V DOOHJRULFDO
analogue for the female soldier is the
'HYLO,QVLPSO\FRQÁDWLQJWKHIHPLQLQH
with weakness, however, Gardiner ignores the potential of the female soldier
WR XQGHUPLQH WKH QRWLRQ RI VDFULÀFH DV
VSHFLÀFDOO\ PDVFXOLQH WKDW VXVWDLQV WKH
militant masculinity and rites of passage
Gardiner describes. I would suggest it is
this power that is expressed within the
6DWDQRIWKHÀOP(DUO\RQLQWKHÀOPWKH
Devil controls a phallic snake, suggesting
the potency of a feminine that co-opts the
violent force of chosen warrior-sons.
The stakes for such a co-option have
been well expressed within feminist studies of the discourses surrounding women in combat. Gender scholars Veronica
Pin-Fat and Maria Stern, in an essay on
the prevailing mass media narrative surrounding Private Jessica Lynch in the

Second Iraq War, employ Giorgio Agamben’s concept of the homo sacer who exists within a zone of indistinction, a space
of sovereign exception such as the military. The individual within such a space
is transformed into bare life, into a homo
sacer, and can be destroyed since he exists
in a space outside of human law as well
DVGLYLQHODZ 3LQ)DW 7KHhomo sacer undergoes a vital evanescence, to use
Gardiner’s formulation, “a great emptying out of the ordinary vitality of life”;
however, his very marginalized position
prohibits the homo sacer from achieving
the spiritual transcendence that is offered
WR&KULVW,QGHHGWKHP\WKRIVDFULÀFHEHcomes crucial in hiding the root expendDELOLW\RIWKHVROGLHU *DUGLQHU 3LQ
)DW DQG 6WHUQ ÀQG WKDW ZRPHQ PXVW EH
H[FOXGHG IRU WKLV YDOLGDWLQJ VDFULÀFH LV
MXVWLÀHGDVRFFXUULQJIRUWKHVDNHRIDGRmestic space tied inextricably to femininity. Female soldiers risk undermining the
YHU\SRVVLELOLW\RIPHDQLQJIXOVDFULÀFHDV
they show that the “the masculinity of the
military, indeed the existential identity of
the military as part of war, relies on this
FRQVWLWXWLYH RWKHUµ 3LQ)DW    7KH\
ÀQGWKDW´WKHVDFULÀFHRIPLOLWDU\ZRPHQ
threatens to reveal the very impossibilLW\ RI VDFULÀFLQJ PLOLWDU\ PHQ 7KXV WKH
meaning for which sovereign power kills
WKHOLIHWDNHUVGLVLQWHJUDWHVµ 3LQ)DW 
Gardiner points out that in the political
realm the “door is open to libertarian and
individualistic logics allowing a woman
WR ÀOO QRUPDWLYHO\ PDVFXOLQH UROHV PRVW
quintessentially soldierly roles” but I
would argue that via the androgynous
ÀJXUH RI WKH GHYLO WKH ÀOP HQJDJHV LQ
these logics with more nuance and depth
than the article suggests (Gardiner 2014,
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 3LQ)DWDQG6WHUQ·VVXJJHVWLRQGHPRQVWUDWHV WKDW ZRPHQ ÀJKWLQJ LQ ZDU
represent a threat that cannot simply be
HOLGHGE\ZRPHQIXOÀOOLQJWKH´TXLQWHVsentially soldier roles,” as Gardiner writes
(ibid. ,QGHHGHQJDJLQJZLWK3LQ)DWDQG
Stern highlights the very obliterating posVLELOLW\ RI 6DWDQ ZLWKLQ WKH ÀOP ZKRVH
muddled gender identity may push Jesus
WRFRQWHPSODWHWKDWKLVRZQVDFULÀFHPD\
lack an overarching purpose. In stomping upon the Devil’s snake, a display of
“manly violence deployed with surgical
SUHFLVLRQ LQ WKH UHMHFWLRQ RI DQGURJ\Q\µ
Jesus rebukes the possibility. Strangely,
Gibson’s staging of the scene, where Jesus
is tearful and frightened until he faces the
demonic presence, suggests that violence
is itself a balm against his existential fear.
By having to squash Satan with manly
IRUFHWKHÀOPSRVLWVWKDWWKHGHPRQUHSresents not feminine weakness, but the
possibility of a feminine violent strength.
Under this framework, a woman could
not be in Christ’s tortured position, which
allows him to achieve a heroic transcenGHQFH³QRW MXVW EHFDXVH SRVW DXGLences might conceive such a female body
DVD´SRUQRJUDSKLFREMHFWµOLNH*DUGLQHU
asserts, but because such an individual
would invalidate the very possibility of
VDFULÀFLDO PDVFXOLQLW\ *DUGLQHU 
 
Gardiner gestures towards the ideoORJLFDO WHQVLRQ DW WKH KHDUW RI WKH ÀOP
ZKHQ KH FRPSDUHV WKH ÁHHWLQJ YLVLRQ
of Christ’s resurrection with how little
WKH OLYLQJ H[SORUH WKH VDFULÀFH RI IDOOHQ
VROGLHUV  +H ÀQGV WKDW SDUWLFXODULWLHV RI
WKHLU VDFULÀFHV DUH QRW GHOYHG LQWR ´OHVW
one disturb the delicate ideological screen
that separates the sacred from the mean-
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LQJOHVVµ *DUGLQHU $WWKHHQG
of this response, it may be worth lingering on the brief scene of a Christ reborn
to underline the surprising complexities
RI*LEVRQ·VÀOP$VOLJKWVWUHWFKHVDFURVV
WKH FDYH WKH FDPHUD SDQV RQ WKH SURÀOH
RI D SHUIHFW XQPDUUHG -HVXV  7KH ÀOP
then cuts to a close up of his face, his eyes
looking up as though he sees the divine
redemption that awaits. Had this been
WKH ÀQDO VKRW WKH ÀOP ZRXOG KDYH VLPply reinforced a masculine vision. However, he rises up. What comes fully into
view is a more enigmatic image: Christ’s
naked groin obscured by his hand which
QRZIHDWXUHVDJDSLQJKROH7KHÀQDOLQterweaving of the literal phallus with the
metaphorical vaginal opening of his hand
VXJJHVWVD&KULVWÀJXUHWKDWUHPDLQVFRUporeally damaged, even though he has
been resurrected. Gibson literalizes the
possibility of femininity on such a miliWDQWKHURDVDYRLGEHFRPLQJÀJXUDWLYHO\
unrepresentable. The compositional anGURJ\Q\ FRQVWUXFWHG ZLWKLQ WKLV ÀQDO
image of a Christ ascendant functions to
reinscribe tropes traditionally coded as
feminine back on to the hypermasculine
ERG\ RI WKH &KULVW ÀJXUH  &KULVW WDNHV
on an androgyny here, but such an image is only possible after the violence has
been rendered. By way of Jesus’ masculinity and Satan’s femininity, such a state
is rendered impossible for women, preFLVHO\EHFDXVHWKHÀOPLQGLFDWHVWKDWWKH\
stand outside of the rites of passage, the
very violence necessary to achieve vital
evanescence. At the same time, the literal
void in the God bespeaks a weakness, a
masculinity rendered fragile. Could then
WKHÀOP·VYHU\ODFNRIFORVXUHVXJJHVWWKDW
meaninglessness exists within the sacred

Behold the Man

purpose given to the obedient warrior
VRQV RI WKH QDWLRQ" +HUH LQ WKH ÀOP·V
quintessential representation of its “rather brutal gendered politics imagined on
WKHPDOHERG\µGRHVWKHÀOPDOOXGHWRWKH
disruptive force of the warrior-daughter
RQ WKH P\WK RI VDFULÀFH *DUGLQHU 
 "  *DUGLQHU·V HVVD\ HQFRXUDJHV XV WR
SUREHWKLVÀQDOLPDJHRILUUHVROXWLRQ³KLV
HVVD\RSHQVWKHZD\WRÀQGVXEWOHW\DQG
VHOIFRQWUDGLFWLRQLQDÀOPZKRVHDPELYalences can be lost in the overwhelming
spectacle that is the “main event” of its
violence.
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