OME JEWS, IT
‘ ‘ seems, are destined
by fate, psychology,
personal history, or
whatever to be drawn
to Christianity,” confesses Daniel
Boyarin, professor of Talmud at
Berkeley, in a recent issue of the Jewish
Quarterly Review. I know what he
means. For me, a yeshivah boy from
Brooklyn, the turning point was
discovering the New Testament as a
college freshman, pondering the
teachings of Jesus and Paul; and then
singing Berlioz’s oratorio “L’Enfance
du Christ” with the Glee Club and the | &
Boston Symphony Orchestra, underthe ¢ &'
baton of the great Charles Munch. .
There are Jews who won’t listen to
Bach’s magnificent “Passions” — St.
Matthew and St. John — because of
their manifest portrayal of Jews as de-
icides. Sein Blut komme iiber uns und
unsre Kinder! sings the chorus, repeat-
ing the awful, ominous line from
Matthew 27:25: “His blood be on us,
and on our children.” Yet when [ hear
the beautiful, uplifting chorale from
“Matthew” — “O head, full of blood
and thorns” — the music (borrowed by
Paul Simon for his “American Tune”)
trumps any invidious message. Nor am
I allergic to churches, though I under-
stand why many Jews are. One of my
favorites is the Gothic Sainte-Chapelle
in Paris, a giant stained-glass jewel box
built by Louis IX (later, St. Louis) to house the Holy Relics of the
Passion — the Crown of Thorns and a fragment of the True Cross
—— that he had purchased after Constantinople fell to the Crusaders.
The fact that Louis was a dedicated anti-Semite, who presided in
1242 over the public burning of the Talmud does not much mar my
appreciation of his aesthetic legacy.
Thus it is not any aversion to Christianity or Christian art per se
—— indeed quite the opposite — that fuels my revulsion at Mel
Gibson’s “The Passion of the Christ.” I’ve followed the protracted.
hyped-up controversy with keen interest, of course, beginning with
the publication last March of The New York Times Magazine piece
about Gibson’s Holocaust-denying dad. By the time I saw the film,
the day after its Ash Wednesday premiere, | felt I had seen it six
times over. I was well steeled for the hideous, unrelenting violence
— the Chicago-based film critic Roger Ebert, who has surely seen
every movie ever made, declared it (in a four-star review) the most

co-religionists’
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an unsettling sense of otherness in his American

riolent he had ever seen — and indeed
I took note, as [ sat in the dark with
two Jewish friends and a tub of pop-
- corn, of the numerous moments when
. Gibson cut away to the faces of on-
lookers (the anguish of Mary and
Mary Magdalene, the cold, haughty
ndifference of the Jewish priests), or
the sadistic leers of the Roman sol-
diers inflicting the blows, instead of
yet another shot of flying chunks of
Jesus’ flayed flesh.

“Dude, I did tone it down,” Gibson
last month replied when asked, at a
preview of the movie at Azusa Pacific
University, an evangelical institution
in California, if he’d considered ton-
ing down the R-rated bloodletting;
and here 1 believe him. (For the
record, non-Jewish members of the
audience were munching popcorn too;
and the coming-attractions trailer pre-
ceding the movie was, Afittingly
enough, for a good-vs.-evil horror
flick called “Van Helsing,” named for
Dracula’s arch-foe.)

No, what shocked me more as I
watched “The Passion” at the Arbor 7
theater in Austin, at a noon showing
with the theater only half-full, was
just how unambiguously anti-Semitic
Gibson’s film turned out to be. It is
well known to Bible scholars (and by
now to readers of Newsweek) that be-
cause the Christian writers of the
Gospels, 40 years and more after the
fact, feared lethal repression at the hands of Rome, they built up the
Jewish role in Jesus® death and minimized that of Pilate — a tyrant

| who had crucified hundreds of Jewish troublemakers and was re-

called to Rome to account for his brutality. Or, as the Anglo-Jewish
historian Hyam Maccoby, writing in 1986, undiplomatically put it:
Jesus “was not framed on a political charge by the Jews: rather it
was the Jews who were framed by the Gospels.”

Gibson and untold millions of other Christians, of course, re-
gard the Gospels as literally true; and thus his defenders (and wary
Jews as well) have cautioned that to attack his film is to attack the
New Testament itself, a thankless exercise in general and a risky
one for Jews (and not only in Texas.) But Gibson has lavishly
exceeded the agenda of the Gospel writers, adding many new el-
ements of narrative, visual detail, interpretation and dramatic em-
phasis, rendered all the more realistic and persuasive on the big
screen. His mild-mannered, soul-sick, philosophical Pilate, weary




of his dreadful posting in Judea, unconvinced that Jesus deserves
execution, hopes to placate the bloodthirsty Jews by ordering that
the Galilean merely be beaten and not killed; and is downright
appalled when the priests and the Jewish mob demand. after the
most savage mauling in movie history, that he also be crucified.
Powerless to contravene the high priest — who as imagined by
Gibson is not only more powerful and cruel but way better dressed
than the Roman ruler — Pilate authorizes yet another round of
horrific physical abuse.

For Gibson, the Jewish priests who killed the Son of God are
ostentatious, arrogant, venal, heartless and abetted by Satan — a
neat composite of medieval anti-Semitic tropes. Though small in
number — like the demonic conspirators of the “Protocols of the
Elders of Zion” — they symbolically control the Roman empire,
hence the world. It is they and not their hapless tool Pilate who
have unleashed the Roman sadists who “scourge” Jesus — the
word appears telegraphically in the Gospels, with no specifics
added, but is adumbrated here ad nauseam in the tradition of Sister
Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774-1824), the Westphalian nun upon
whose visions (first published in 1833) Gibson freely drew, claim-
ing all the while to be telling the tale as it really happened. “What is
truth?” asks Pilate, in the New Testament and the film as well,
prompting the Elizabethan essayist Francis Bacon to begin his
essay “Of Truth” with a famous gloss: “What is truth? said jesting
Pilate, and would not stay for an answer.” Gibson surely jests
cynically too in his grandiose claims of truth. But then again,
maybe not.

COVER STORY: PUTTING ‘THE PASSION’ IN PERSPECTIVE

who, what, when, where and how of the Crucifixion.” (The omis-
sion of “why’’ might be telling, but I digress.) “You could say,” the
editorialist continued. referring to the raw, graphic home movie
fortuitously filmed by an onlooker at the Kennedy assassination in
Dallas, that “this movie is the Zapruder film of the Crucifixion: It is
a grisly, bloody film of the death of Christ.” Yes, but Caleb De-
schanel. the gifted Hollywood cinematographer who lyrically shot

“The Passion.” wasn’t at Golgotha.
H evangelical Protestant mega-churches, a variety of

ministers and lay people, eager to give Gibson a boost lest
nay-sayers nip his movie in the bud, purchased huge blocks of
tickets and packed the theaters with believers on opening day,
utterly unperturbed that the filmmaker’s traditionalist Catholicism
— which rejects the reforms of the Second Vatican Council of
1965, including its historic rapprochement with the Jews — also
considers their own faith to be arrant heresy. “Jesus was beaten so
badly his family didn’t recognize him,” Arch Bonnema, who
bought 6,000 tickets in Plano, Texas, told a TV reporter, comparing
“The Passion” to the film “Saving Private Ryan,” whose bloody
rendering of D-Day revised the sanitized “John Wayne™ version of
World War II on which Mr. Bonnema had grown up. And as I
watched this news item in my hotel room, I wondered: How will
untold millions of pro-Israel evangelicals — and the Jews who
court their support — reconcile their devotion to the Gospel

ERE IN FAITH-BASED TEXAS, HOME TO MYRIAD

| According to Gibson with their love for the Jewish people?

I can surely understand how Christians ultimately derive solace |
from Jesus’ suffering and sacrifice. I also admit to having watched |

the film through Jewish-colored glasses. To me, the faces of the

vicious Roman soldiers (only following orders) mercilessly beat- |
ing Jesus seemed uncannily reminiscent of the drooling, jeering |

Nazis in a host of Holocaust films, a fairly chilling association in
light of Gibson’s strange, angry interview with the American TV
journalist Diane Sawyer, a few days before the film’s release. Was
Gibson concerned, Sawyer wanted to know, that his film might
“incite people toward, if not violence, animosity, prejudice” to-
ward the Jews? “I don’t think so,” replied Gibson. “I mean, I
watched ‘Schindler’s List” and, you know, what the Germans do in
that is horrible, you know. But I don’t hate Germans or want to hurt
them or anything.”

Please note the parallelism: the Germans in “Schindler” and the
Jews in “Passion.” But what else should one expect of Gibson? On
the one hand, it is unfair to assume that he (who in a New Yorker
interview last fall declared that he wanted the “intestines” of The
New York Times columnist Frank Rich “on a stick”) necessarily
agrees with his father Hutton Gibson (who lately called for the
hanging of another Jew, Alan Greenspan, chairman of the U.S.
Federal Reserve Board) that the Holocaust didn’t happen or that

At the climax of the film, in an embellishment of Gospel ac-
counts, the Jewish High Priest Caiaphas stands alone at the foot of
the cross, face to face with Jesus, and mocks him — if you're really
the messiah, then come down from the cross! But of course Jesus
does not. He dies, and clouds gather and a fierce wind blows and a
great earthquake comes, cleaving the Temple in two, again an
“improvement” on the New Testament version of this last mirac-
ulous event, which speaks merely of the “veil” of the Temple —
that is, the parokhet, or curtain, which separated the Holy of Holies
from the rest of the sanctuary — being “rent in twain.” As the
audience filed into the lobby, I buttonholed a few of my fellow
filmgoers. “Excuse me, I'm an Israeli journalist,” T ventured.
“Could you tell me your reaction to this film, how it connects with
what’s happening in the world today?” A woman in her 60s: “It
was powerful.” A lean, grim-looking fellow around 40: “I think I"d
prefer to keep my opinions to myself.” A man of about 50, tears
welling in his eyes: “It’s more about how we need to love one
another.”

Amen to that. The scene that misted my eyes in “The Passion”
was a flashback to the Last Supper, in which Jim Caviezel as Jesus
(who turns in a creditable performance despite his resolutely mis-
pronounced Aramaic) instructs his disciples to love one another,

Please note the parallelism: the Germans

Vatican I was a Jewish-Masonic plot. But neither has Mel Gibson
uttered a word of rebuke or disavowal of his father’s noxious
views. (“Gotta leave it alone, Diane.”) After years of dissolute
behavior, in the pit of existential despair, the movie star, in
Sawyer’s words, elected to “return to the faith of his childhood.”
From the looks of “The Passion,” he has.

Of course none of this matters a whit to Gibson’s admirers. On
Ash Wednesday, in the Dallas airport, I picked up a copy of the
Dallas Morning News and read the following jaw-dropping lines in
its lead editorial: “Like good journalism, this movie gives you the

40

just as he has loved them.

Overall, though, the film drowns Christian love and spirituality
in rivers of blood, as if taking a defiant stand against the fuzzy,
feminized Christianity that millions of readers have found so ap-
pealing in Dan Brown’s recent nifty, best-selling thriller “The
Da Vinci Code.” In her 1979 book “The Gnostic Gospels,” which
brilliantly illuminates the tension between doctrinal Catholicism
and alternative versions of early Christianity, the American scholar
Elaine Pagels argued that the narrative of the crucifixion was
adopted as orthodoxy by the early church as a means of enabling
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