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ABSTRACT  

This paper explores how the theological idea of salvation takes shape in pop culture, 

specifically through the superhero films, Aquaman (2018), Wonder Woman (2017) and the Dark 

Knight Trilogy (2005, 2008, and 2012). I analyze how the films’ main characters embody the 

role of savior and what their narratives might contribute to the Presbyterian understanding of 

salvation. I am not simply looking at where or how pop culture uses theological or Biblical 

parallels, but instead asking what these characters contribute to the broader conversation about 

salvation. The paper asks three questions of each film: what in the film’s world needs saving; 

what about these superheroes or their actions make them a savior; and what, if anything, is 

changed within that fictional world, as a result of their actions? In asking these questions, we 

explore how an understanding of salvation emerges from within the film and later compare that 

to the Presbyterian Church (USA)’s teaching on Jesus as Savior. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

 

This paper will explore how the theological idea of salvation takes shape in pop culture, 

specifically through the superhero films, Aquaman (2018), Wonder Woman (2017) and the Dark 

Knight Trilogy (2005, 2008, and 2012). It will analyze how the films’ main characters embody 

the role of savior and what their narratives might contribute to the Presbyterian understanding of 

salvation. I am not simply looking at where or how pop culture uses theological or Biblical 

principles, but instead asking what these characters contribute to the broader conversations about 

salvation.  

In April of 2019, I was attending a martial arts class where I overheard a youth telling his 

friends that his parents were going to let him go to the movies to see Marvel’s Avengers: 

Endgame on Easter after Mass. This youth is from a very devout Roman Catholic family, and 

from his conversation, I gathered he believed that he was doing something against the Church by 

going to see a superhero movie on Easter Sunday. I had to pipe in with what I have learned so far 

in the process of writing this paper and suggested that he think about the concepts of savior as 

they are portrayed throughout the Marvel Universe. For example in Avengers: Endgame, Thanos 

believes he is a savior, and yet, all those superheroes who are putting their lives at risk to save 

the universe are also acting in some kind of saving, if not savior, role. My conversation ended 

with several others joining in and adding their opinions to our conversation about where theology 

and pop culture converge.  

Theological themes appear throughout the world in which we live, and pop culture is no 

exception. Intentionally or unintentionally, we find the theme of salvation in plenty of movies, 
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books, TV shows, and music. What I would like to study in this paper is this particular 

theological theme of salvation, and how the characters Aquaman, Wonder Woman, and Batman 

function as saviors. In the post-modern church world, the number of self-identifying Christians is 

decreasing.
1
 By looking at how and where theology and pop culture intersect, the Church might 

find better language to reach out and evangelize. The Church needs to be able to relate to those 

who are seeking, and one way to connect is through the world of pop culture. Although my paper 

will seek in a narrow scope to look at how Aquaman, Wonder Woman, and Batman speak to 

salvation, the conversation can be expanded to include other theological concepts within pop 

culture.  

This paper will be framed in light of the declining church in a postmodern world as well 

as the Christology of the Presbyterian Church (USA) as it explores a small section of what pop 

culture brings to conversations surrounding Christian concepts. It will specifically cover what 

Aquaman, Wonder Woman, and the Dark Knight Trilogy films add to conversations about 

salvation through their portrayal of their heroes and their actions in these cinematic universes. 

The paper will ask three questions of each character: what in their world needs saving, what 

about them or their actions make them a savior, and what, if anything, is changed within the 

fictional world by their actions?   

As a long-time fan of the DC comic books on which these films are based, I feel more 

comfortable with these characters. Although I believe you can find the theme of salvation 

throughout the Marvel Universe as well, these DC characters are unique in the makeup of who 

they are.  Aquaman is half human and half Atlantean, and it is this duality that plays an important 

role in his ability to save his two worlds from destroying each other. Wonder Woman is part god 

                                                
1 Putnam, Robert and David Campbell. American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us. New York, NY: 

Simon and Schuster, 2010. 16 
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and part Amazonian; she is not part of humanity and yet she feels compelled to save it. Bruce 

Wayne is a human who suffered tragedy and, in response, chose to be Batman in order to bring 

justice to his home, Gotham City. In engaging these films, I have utilized academic books on pop 

culture, reviews of the movies, and texts on the relationship between film and theology. The 

films selected for this paper are films that have not been explore in this manner previously. An 

analysis of the films’ narratives will help to shape the perceptions of these superheroes as 

saviors.   

This analysis is set within the broader theological study of Christology and salvation.  In 

light of the large scope of theologies of salvation, I have chosen to narrow the voices to those of 

my own church.  As a lifelong Presbyterian and an ordained minister in the Presbyterian Church 

(USA), this is the theological context in which I am rooted. In F-1.0302d of the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) Book of Order we are reminded of the purpose of the Church: 

The Church is sent to be Christ’s faithful evangelist: 

making disciples of all nations in the name of the Father, the Son, 

and the Holy Spirit; 

sharing with others a deep life of worship, prayer, fellowship, and 

service; and 

participating in God’s mission to care for the needs of the sick, 

poor, and lonely; to free people from sin, suffering, and 

oppression; and to establish Christ’s just, loving, and peaceable 

rule in the world.
2
 

 

                                                
2
 Presbyterian Church General Assembly, ed. Book of Order 2017-2019: The Constitution of the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) Part II. Louisville, KY: The Office of the General Assembly, 2017,  F-1.0302d. 
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This reminds us that one important aspect of the Church is to make disciples through faithful 

evangelism. Later, the Book of Order states that one of the great ends of the Church is to 

proclaim the good news.
3
 Yet we are aware that the religious Nones, those who have no religious 

affiliation, now outnumber those who consider themselves Mainline Protestants.
4
 As Mainline 

Protestants question how well they have been evangelizing and how they plan to move forward 

and spread the good news, they must not lose sight of the fact that more people are not 

knowledgeable about the basic concepts of Christianity. This brings us back to the topic at hand: 

pop culture and how it can influence society’s religious understandings. By exploring what 

Aquaman, Batman, and Wonder Woman bring to the conversation about salvation, I hope to 

bridge the gap between the church and the unchurched.    

When Christians use words like Savior or Christ to describe Jesus, they are words full of 

meaning and history. The Heidelberg Catechism, one of the Presbyterian confessions, states 

clearly that Jesus is Savior “because he saves us from our sins, and because salvation is to be 

sought or found in no other.”
5
Although Christians know that Jesus is the only Savior, even they, 

like their nonreligious counterparts, are greatly influenced by mainstream pop culture.  These 

outside influences help shape both their understanding of who Jesus was/is and their experience 

of salvation through Jesus. This paper will examine three superheroes and explore the role they 

play in shaping how viewers understand what it means to be saved and what a savior looks like. 

The conversation in this paper will not only allow Jesus to critique the superheroes but also show 

how the superheroes enrich Christian understandings. This paper will help religious leaders as 

                                                
3
 Presbyterian Church General Assembly, ed. Book of Order 2017-2019: The Constitution of the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) Part II. Louisville, KY: The Office of the General Assembly, 2017, F-1.0304. 
4
 Putnam, Robert and David Campbell. American Grace, 139. 

 
5
Presbyterian Church General Assembly, ed. The Book of Confessions: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church 

(USA) Part I. Louisville, KY: The Office of the General Assembly, 2004. 33 (4.029). 
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well as those interested in evangelism within the secular world, hopefully creating groundwork 

for conversation about who Jesus Christ was and is.    
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CHAPTER 2 

STATE OF THE FIELD 

 In order to set the stage for my paper, I acknowledge the current state of the Church. My 

presumption that the Mainline Protestant Church needs to be part of conversations within pop 

culture is based on the very notion that our current Mainline Protestant Church is in decline. The 

charge Jesus offers his followers in Matthew 18:16-20 is to go out and make disciples. With the 

current state of the Mainline Protestant Church, the conversation about how we go and do that is 

happening right now. In The End of White Christian America, Robert P. Jones poses an 

important question that leads to our conversation on culture and theology: “The key question 

here is not why one white Protestant subgroup is faring worse than another, but why white 

Protestantism as a whole--arguably the most powerful cultural force in the history of our 

country--has faded.”
6
 Jones believes that Protestantism has faded due to cultural and 

demographic changes that he expands on throughout his later chapters.  

In her book, Quitting Church, Julia Duin looks at various studies that help to explain how 

the American Protestant Church has landed in its current state. She makes a point relevant to this 

paper: “The familiar faces are the movie actors, TV stars and politicians. The greater the 

awareness, the greater the influence on people’s lives and the access to their minds and hearts.”
7
 

She later points out that people are not looking for more institutions in their lives, but are seeking 

real encounters with God.
8
 She goes on to discuss the rise of the Nones and points out that while 

they are not affiliated with churches, the majority of them still believe in God.
9
 Duin reminds us 

                                                
6
 Jones, Robert P. The End of White Christian America. New York: Simon and Schuster, 2016, 40. 

7
 Duin, Julia. Quitting Church: Why the Faithful are Fleeing. Colorado: Bondfire Books LLC, 2013, 78. 

8
 Duin, Quitting Church,163. 

9
 Duin, Quitting Church, 181. 
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of a study that was conducted with both pastors and lay members of their congregations that 

pointed out how out of touch pastors were with the faith and spirituality of their congregants.
10

 

In American Grace, Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell offer an in-depth look at 

the state of the Church as they pull together several major studies. In their chapter titled 

“Religiosity in America,” they chart the rise of those who have never attended church and those 

who have no religious preference.
11

 Putnam and Campbell offer a few more insights worth 

noting.  For example, in a survey about how a religious group feels about their own group, 

Mainline Protestants and Evangelical Protestants have the lowest sense of in-group attachment.  

However, in the survey that assessed how people from different groups feel about other groups, 

Mainline Protestants rose above the average score.  In this survey, both Evangelical Protestants 

as well as Nones fell below the average score. So although Mainline Protestants are not sure how 

they feel about each other, perhaps because they are “mainline,” others approve of them. The fact 

that society and others outside the Mainline Protestant faith have good feelings towards those 

within the faith should give leaders hope that their voice can still be heard and valued in all types 

of conversations, even those that engage pop culture texts.  

Jones, Duin, and Putnam and Campbell give us an adequate picture of the American 

landscape and the current state of the Mainline Protestant Church in it. This current state is one 

in which our pews are empty and our spirits are wondering. These voices will help to flesh out 

the significance of my thesis and the importance of conversations between the Presbyterian 

Church (USA) and pop culture. As I wrote above, as Mainline Protestants question how well 

they have been evangelizing and how they plan to move forward and spread the good news, they 

                                                
10

 Duin, Quitting Church, 127. 
11

 Putnam, Robert and David Campbell. American Grace, 122. 
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must not lose sight of the fact that more and more people do not know the language of the 

Church and how to participate in a Sunday worship service.       

It is easy to read these books and feel the pain of hopelessness, but these authors also 

offer glimmers of hope within their texts. Duin gives us hope by suggesting that although people 

are leaving church, they are not leaving faith: “Instead we are seeking a departure from a 

Christian subculture that has developed over the last twenty years, and a return to a faith that is 

authentic, relevant and applicable.”
12

 In the conclusion to The End of White Christian America, 

Jones reminds us of the hope that awaits, as he writes, “The soil is fertilized by White Christian 

America’s remains, new life is taking root.”
13

  

Studies between pop culture and theology are not new; through a more narrow 

examination of three comic book characters in popular films, I hope to inspire further 

conversations about the intersections of pop culture, theology, and ministry. In Pop Goes 

Religion, Terry Mattingly suggests that the power of entertainment media is so great in our 

current culture, it worries journalists and scares preachers.  He goes on to say that “moviegoers 

are wrestling with religious issues week after week when, to paraphrase the great American Film 

director Frank Capra, they sit listening to sermons in dark theaters.”
14

 According to Mattingly’s 

research and statistics, the average American is more likely to learn about a new religious 

doctrine in a movie theatre than a church.
15

  Later in his chapter that is specifically on movies, he 

points out that if missionaries were to arrive in America today, they would quickly realize the 

need to learn about this media tool and use it to evangelize. Yet he points out that this way of 

thinking is how missionaries think and not necessarily how the everyday pastor thinks. Most 

                                                
12

 Duin, Quitting Church, 19. 
13

 Jones, The End of White Christian America, 240. 
14

 Mattingly, Terry. Pop Goes Religion: Faith in Popular Culture. Nashville, TN: W Publishing Group, 2005, 

Kindle Edition, Introduction  location  197. 
15

 Mattingly, Pop Goes Religion, location  209. 



 

9 
 

pastors, he suggests then, are not helping their members understand how media play a role in 

shaping who they are.
16

   

Echoing Mattingly, Robert K. Johnston, Craig Detweiler, and Kutter Callaway, in their 

book Deep Focus, point out, “With the advent of television after World War II, movies became a 

staple of most people’s diet, as ubiquitous as the living room in their homes.”
17

  Johnston, 

Detweiler, and Callaway make the case for encouraging conversations between theology and 

film when they write, “Conversation around theology and film is not like eating filet mignon or 

truffles--something done only by a small elite but irrelevant to the larger population.”
18

 Instead 

Johnston, Detweiler, and Callaway remind readers that the ability to deeply engage film is as 

close as the neighborhood movie theater.
19

 This is an important distinction, this type of 

conversation does not have to be just for theologians; church pastors can, and should, be a part of 

the discussion.  

In their chapter titled “Power of Film,” Johnston, Detweiler, and Callaway focus on the 

stories of film and how those stories are incorporated into people’s lives. These stories, like those 

in the Bible, offer a basis for human understanding. Deep Focus includes a powerful example of 

these stories by reminding readers that during and after 9/11, “witnesses said the scene looked 

like something from a disaster movie.”
20

 They continue, “Manhattan residents referenced the 

Bruce Willis movies Die Hard (1998), The Siege (1998), and Armageddon (1998) as a way of 

making sense of the violence and chaos they had encountered.”
21

 Deep Focus argues for a two-

                                                
16

 Mattingly, Pop Goes Religion, kindle ed, location 682-684. 
17

 Johnston, Robert K, Craig Detweiler and Kutter Callaway. Deep Focus: Film and Theology in Dialogue. Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2019, 33. 
18

 Johnston, Detweiler and Callaway, Deep Focus, 3. 
19

 Johnston, Detweiler and Callaway, Deep Focus, 3. 
20

 Johnston, Detweiler and Callaway, Deep Focus, 10. 
21

 Johnston, Detweiler and Callaway, Deep Focus, 10. 
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way conversation between film and theology in which theology does not just inform the film but 

in which film informs and challenges theology.  

In The Altars Where We Worship, authors Juan M. Floyd-Thomas, Stacey M. Floyd-

Thomas and Mark G. Toulouse point out that “Americans from every conceivable walk of life 

find various ways to express and experience their ultimate concerns.”
22

 These authors offer us 

the analogy that various pop culture mediums are like altars. For them, the movie theater is one 

altar, where “we are faced with the reality that human experiences before these altars contain 

religious characteristics.”
23

 They suggest that instead of judgement or even ridicule, the Church 

should recognize that many Americans find spiritual answers at these alternative altars.
24

 

Commenting on superheroes in film, J. Floyd-Thomas, S. Floyd-Thomas and Toulouse write, 

“These movies reinforce a mythical belief that every instance of evil on the stage of human 

history can be defeated, even though, in reality, evil wins as often as loses.”
25

 Although 

superhero films have started to acknowledge the nuances of good vs. evil and right vs. wrong 

within their narratives, the church has a long history of navigating good and evil within the world 

of humanity. The Church acknowledges the all-loving God with whom good ultimately prevails 

alongside the problems of evil in the world that do not simply vanish after one heroic act; not 

even death of the Son of God on a cross was capable of eliminating evil. Mattingly, J. Floyd-

Thomas, S. Floyd-Thomas, Toulouse, Johnston, Detweiler and Callaway encourage their readers 

to do more than just see where theology is within the world of pop culture, but to ask how pop 

culture challenges theology.    

                                                
22

 Floyd-Thomas, Juan, Stacey Floyd-Thomas and Mark Toulouse. The Altars We Worship: The Religious 

Significance of Popular Culture. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2016, 184 
23

 J.Floyd-Thomas, S. Floyd-Thomas and Toulouse, Altars We Worship, 6 
24

 J.Floyd-Thomas, S. Floyd-Thomas and Toulouse, Altars We Worship, 4 
25

 J.Floyd-Thomas, S. Floyd-Thomas and Toulouse, Altars We Worship, 77 
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In keeping with Johnston, Detweiler, and Callaway’s emphasis on the inherit theological 

nature of pop culture, there are a series of texts that focus on the superhero genre. In Greg 

Garrett’s book, Holy Superheroes, he begins his preface with the underlying assumptions that the 

world of comics enjoy great popularity and that readers want to learn more about their religious 

undertones. Garrett writes, “Perhaps the most significant sign of how pervasive comics have 

become, however, comes from how far they’ve filtered from the comics shops and multiplexes 

into mainstream culture.”
26

 He also points out an interesting fact that growth areas in publishing 

are both religious books and graphic novels.
27

 Even though Garrett assumes that people do not 

realize the religious undertones in what they are reading and/or viewing, he argues that “comic 

heroes have become a part of our mythology.”
28

 Holy Superheroes will contribute to my analysis 

of what makes these superheroes saviors. Relevant to this thesis, Holy Superheroes has a whole 

section on what Batman’s Gotham City is like. This will help set the stage for the first of my 

questions I am asking these characters, what in their world needs saving?  This text will also add 

much to the second question, which is what about these characters or their actions make them a 

savior. Garrett elaborates on this in his chapter, “Truth, Justice, and the American Way,” about 

doing the right thing, in which he discusses how hard it is for even heroes to always do the right 

thing. He paints a picture of the worlds in which these superheroes exist and discusses the 

complex moral and ethical issues in these fictional settings, which can contribute to their identity 

as saviors.  

 In his book From Star Wars to Superman, James L. Papandrea continues this 

conversation as he goes into detail about the depth of the Batman character. He reminds us that 

                                                
26

 Garrett, Greg. Holy Superheroes! Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008, Kindle Edition, location 

11.3 
27

 Garrett, Holy Super, Kindle ed, location 125. 
28

 Garrett, Holy Super, Kindle ed, location 132. 
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in both superhero movies and in the Christian faith, a shared assumption is that humans are not 

capable of resolving the problems they create: “We need a savior because, left to our own 

devices, we tend toward selfishness, and so we are powerless to save ourselves, as sin only 

escalates.”
29

 Towards the end of Wonder Woman, there is a moment that speaks to this when 

Aries offers Wonder Woman the world if she would just help him destroy everything. Instead of 

falling for this temptation, Wonder Woman says that humanity is worth fighting for, that love is 

worth fighting for. She tells Aries, “You are wrong about them [humans]. They are everything 

you say but so much more.”
30

 Papandrea writes “So into our world come the superhumans, to 

save the ordinary humans who cannot save themselves.  The exotic (and sometimes alien) 

stranger comes to live in the ordinary world of ordinary people and, when called upon does 

extraordinary.”
31

 Papandrea’s analysis of what makes superheroes is helpful for my thesis, but he 

also includes a powerful reminder at the end of his work that we need to continue these 

conversations with film in our churches.  He writes, “Science fiction [...] is no substitute for the 

church. And passion about stories, no matter how good they are, is no substitute for faith in the 

true Christ, the real Savior of humanity.”
32

    

In his book, Supergods, Grant Morrison speaks to the fact that superheroes are 

influencing people and theologians need to respond. Morrison dives deep into what makes 

superheroes saviors and offers much insight into why their fictional worlds need them and how 

they interact with those worlds.  An interesting point that Morrison makes is that consumers of 

superhero narratives can and do fit multiple universes inside their minds.
33

 He makes this point 

in order to reflect on not only how we perceive our universe but on how much a part of us these 

                                                
29

 Papandrea, James. From Star Wars to Superman: Christ figures in Science Fiction and Superhero Films. 

Manchester, NH: Sophia Institute Press. 2017, Kindle ed location 4222. 
30

 Wonder Woman. Directed by Patty Jenkins. Warner Bros., 2017. DVD, 02:04:12. 
31

 Papandrea, From Star Wars to Superman, Kindle ed location  4283. 
32

 Papandrea, From Star Wars to Superman, Kindle ed location  5075. 
33

 Morrison, Grant, Supergods, New York: Spiegel and Grau, 2012, 116. 
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stories have become.  In very real ways, this is similar to the ways in which Christians live into 

the story of Jesus. But there are differences. When audiences consume fictional superhero 

stories, there is a clear boundary: the viewer is not asked to actually be a part of the story. Yet, as 

Christians, disciples are called to actively participate in living into the Kingdom of God. 

In All You Want to Know about the Bible in Pop Culture: Finding Our Creator in 

Superheroes, Prince Charming and Other Modern Marvels, Keven Harvey examines many 

different pop culture genres. He offers this question: “So maybe these movies aren’t being put 

out to represent Christ and to spread the gospel. But what if they represent something else of 

equal importance? What if, intentionally, or not, consciously or subconsciously, these movies 

and their extreme popularity are telling us what the world truly needs?”
34

  Harvey continues this 

idea by suggesting that movies are not telling us about who Jesus is but are letting all of us know 

that the world still needs a savior.
35

  This will come into play as my thesis goes beyond just how 

Aquaman, Batman, and Wonder Woman embody the concept of savior to show how they can 

help the Church continue the conversation about salvation for a world that needs saving. 

In The Bible in Pop Culture, Harvey dedicates a whole chapter to the idea of superheroes 

being savior figures. Harvey does a lot of work connecting and finding theological themes in 

movies and films. Many of these themes and the standards that he uses to judge the hero can 

extend beyond the few heroes he discusses. For example, Harvey entertains the notion that if 

Superman is Jesus feeding the thousands, Batman is Jesus during Holy Week.
36

 Harvey further 

challenges religious leaders when he states, “Pop culture has begun the dialogue; will the church 

                                                
34

 Harvey, Kevin. All You Want to Know about The Bible in Pop Culture: Finding our Creator in Superheroes, 

Prince Charming and Other Modern Marvels. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2015, Kindle edition. 15. 
35

 Harvey, Bible in Pop Culture, kindle edition, 17. 
36

 Harvey, Bible in Pop Culture, kindle edition, 10. 
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continue it?”
37

 Harvey upholds an assumption of both Holy Superheroes and Deep Focus, 

namely the idea that many people who engage pop culture do not recognize Biblical undertones 

when they are present. This leaves room for the Church to have a voice. The Bible in Pop 

Culture, Supergods, and Holy Superheroes will be helpful as I work out the third question of my 

thesis: what, if anything, is changed within that fictional world, as a result of their actions?  

If pop culture has the influence that many of our authors suggest and the numbers of 

those who have no church affiliation keep rising, themes of salvation within society will no 

longer primarily be defined by Christianity, if at all. The Mainline Protestant Church needs to 

educate its members and offer a voice in discussions emerging from pop culture that have 

theological implications. It is here that this thesis makes space for the deeper theological 

thoughts of salvation in the Christian Church to join the conversation that pop culture has started 

through my analysis of these films and their main characters. The voices we have already 

discussed above show us why and how pop culture adds to theological conversations and shapes 

religious experiences. The voices of Duin, Jones, and Putnam and Campbell give rise to the 

urgency in which the Church needs to respond. The next voice in my paper is from my own 

church, the Presbyterian Church (USA). The audience in this paper may be church leaders but 

the content of the paper is for the people who sit in church pews. For this reason I am using 

church curriculum to allow the varied voice of the church to speak. The voices of the 

Presbyterian Church (USA), through curriculum written and endorsed, will offer a theological 

perspective that is engaged by a large number of congregations. This voice, framed by the 

PC(USA) church, will be helpful to church leaders across denominations to begin their 

exegetical work on pop culture. The curriculum will help round out this discussion by answering 

the same questions that I asked of our superheroes Aquaman, Wonder Woman, and Batman: 

                                                
37

 Harvey, Bible in Pop Culture, location 113. 
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what is Jesus offering salvation from; what about Jesus makes him a savior; and what in our 

world changes because of Jesus? 

The Presbyterian Church (USA) has a long history of educating both church leaders and 

everyday members in church doctrine and understandings. John L. Thompson speaks to the 

importance of the Church as a place for theological education in his article “A Conversation with 

the Reformation Confessions.” Thompson discusses how the Church was once a place of 

education and that the early Reformed Churches looked more like schools than worship 

services.
38

  Thompson believes that this was one of the many reasons that lead to the 

Reformation, and so he upholds the importance of churches within the reformed tradition for 

education as well as worship. Thompson reminds his readers that the confessions of the Church 

were in their own time edgy and ends his essay with this thought, “Nevertheless, we may take it 

as a mark of our ecclesia reformanda--the church that continues to need and receive reform--that 

conversations once broken off have now resumed.”
39

 This phrase is often repeated in the 

Presbyterian Church (USA) in order to encourage our church to always be looking forward for 

ways to engage the world.   

Early disciples’ interpretation of Jesus death and resurrection lead to the Christian 

church. For Presbyterians, it is not just the single act of death or resurrection but the whole of 

Jesus’ birth, life, death, resurrection and reign in the Kingdom of God that offers us 

understanding of what salvation through Christ means. In Oliver D. Crisp’s chapter on John 

Calvin in his book Revisioning Christology, he discusses the nature of the world that Calvin 

believes is in need of saving. Calvin sees the fall of Adam and Eve and the subsequent sinful 

                                                
38

 Thompson, John. A Conversation with the Reformation Confessions. In Conversations with the Confessions: 

Dialogue in the Reformed Tradition.  Ed. Joseph D Small. Louisville, KY: Geneva Press. 2005. pages 33-

50, 39. 
39

 Thompson, A Conversation with the Reformation Confessions, 48. 
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nature of humans as the reason that salvation is needed. The fall of humans into sin is 

foundational to Calvin’s theology that he believes that the world God created was a world in 

which the Fall was predestined.
40

 Reflected in the confirmation curriculum, Big God, Big 

Question which states, “We are called to work in the world against sin and evil to transform 

society in gratitude for God’s grace and mercy.”
41

 As I explore the first question of what Jesus is 

offering salvation from this curriculum will speak to the greater theological understandings of sin 

as well as how those in our pews understand how the life, death and resurrection of Jesus play 

into how Jesus is offering salvation.  

Pop culture scholars reminded us that it is not simply the fact that a character has super 

abilities that make them a hero or a savior figure. Mogens Müller reminds his readers that 

although Jesus has an idea of who he is, Christology is instead about how Christians, early 

followers, and theologians understand Jesus, through his teachings, life, death and resurrection.
42

 

Müller goes into great detail on how the Son of Man is seen in each Gospel and what that means 

for how Jesus was seen as a Savior and how that shapes Christology. In his conclusion, Müller 

points out again that how one sees Jesus as Savior has historically been based on how 

communities have interpreted Jesus’ actions: “[The] main factor in the rise of New Testament 

Christology is the interpretation on behalf of the community concerning the meaning and impact 

of Jesus’ proclamation, teaching and fate.”
43

  The idea of Jesus as Savior relies on the meaning 

and interpretation that the church community attributes to it. The church community learns about 

Jesus through the preached Word during worship and through Bible studies. Using PC(USA) 
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What We Believe curriculum the chapter on Jesus will explore the church community’s 

interpretations of Jesus and what about his actions make Him a savior. 

When it comes to salvation and what it means to be a savior there is not a cookie-cutter 

answer.  Jesus the Christ continues to be understood in a variety of ways. In Stephen 

Edmondson’s book Calvin’s Christology; he discusses how Christ is understood in these various 

aspects through the lens of Calvin’s theology, namely Christ as Mediator, Priest, Word, King, 

Prophet, and Person. Edmondson argues that “Calvin will frequently argue that Christ paid the 

price we owed to God by suffering our punishment in our place.”
44

 This punishment that Christ 

paid was the single act of death on the cross.   

Karl Barth reminds us that when people refer to Jesus Christ, they are “concerned with a 

personal name and with a title, with the name of a definite man and with the description of His 

office.”
45

 Our superheroes Aquaman, Wonder Woman, and Batman all have a name, Arthur 

Curry, Diana Prince, and Bruce Wayne, along with their superhero titles which makes for an 

interesting connection point here. Crisp continues this conversation when he uses Superman to 

explain the complexities of Calvin’s Christology concerning Jesus’ role in the trinity. Crisp 

writes about Superman, a common go-to for theologians; “We can speak of Kal-El in his 

capacity as Kent and Kal-El in his capacity as Superman. There is nothing remiss in doing so, 

and there are numerous everyday situations in which this is common practice.”
46

 This is a 

reminder of how we define and see Jesus as a Savior. Jesus is a Savior, in part, because he is the 

Son of God. This duality is needed for him to be a Savior and we cannot see Jesus outside of him 

being a part of the triune God.  Although Crisp reflects on Superman, his thoughts can also apply 

to the dual nature of Aquaman, Wonder Woman, and even to some extent Batman.  
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As part of the Presbyterian Church (USA)’s drive to continue to ask the tough questions 

of faith and reform, many theological voices have shaped church doctrine. We find the current 

theology of the Presbyterian Church (USA) in the What We Believe series, which is a 

comprehensive belief statement that goes beyond our beginning with John Calvin and continues 

to current beliefs and changes through our General Assembly. This is the place where the most 

cohesive understanding of the current Presbyterian Church (USA) theology can be found.  One 

statement from the section on Jesus reminds us: “We call Jesus ‘Lord’ because he has saved us 

from the power of death and the power of sin and because, through his sacrifice, we are able to 

know the fullness of God’s love for us.”
47

 This statement speaks to the world that needs saving 

and what changes within the world because of Jesus. Currently, the PC (USA) Matthew 25 

Initiative is the church’s answer to this question. The PC(USA) is calling churches and 

individuals to rise up and become a more relevant presence in the world.  

Church leaders do more than preach the Word, they also teach.  Above, I pointed out that 

education has been historically important to the Presbyterian Church (USA).  How then, is the 

understanding of salvation being taught within the church to those who are also consumers of 

pop culture? What are the tools that church leaders are using to offer this important education 

and understanding to those who sit in the pews?  To answer that, I looked to The Presbyterian 

Church’s (USA) confirmation curricula Animate, Re:Form and Big God, Big Questions. In 

Animate, the chapter on salvation states, “Salvation isn’t easily definable.  It’s not something you 

can see, touch, or feel. In fact, it’s even difficult to explain.
48

” Relevant to the discussion here, 

the curriculum points out that the word salvation has many references within the Old Testament 
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that invoke images of release and rescue.
49

 As I discuss how our superheroes are seen as saviors, 

specifically regarding my second question about their identity and actions, this notion of rescue 

will most certainly play out.   

Salvation within the Christian sense cannot be discussed without a reference to the 

Kingdom of God. In the Animate curriculum, the lesson finishes up the conversation on salvation 

with the turn to what has changed or what is the after effect of the moment of salvation. This 

curriculum suggests that salvation is in this moment, the here and now, and that “God’s gift of 

eternal love in the here-and-now is liberating.”
50

 This type of conversation encourages us to look 

for the moments in our life in which we feel and know the salvation afforded through Jesus’ life 

and death.  Although the Kingdom in the here and now is a part of the Presbyterian Church 

(USA), there is also emphasis on the Kingdom to come. In What We Believe, we find this 

statement about Jesus: “because Jesus showed that not even death can stop God’s purpose and 

God’s activity, we know that we have life and hope forever.”
51

 

Salvation is not an easy subject, perhaps that is why this concept continues to be a part of 

conversations not only within the Church but within the world of pop culture as well. It is 

important for the future of the Church that these conversations no longer continue to be 

independent from each other. I hope that this thesis encourages leaders within the Church to 

bridge the gap between pop culture and theology. It is important that the Church not forget that it 

has had and still has a voice in this conversation. The Church cannot allow theological thoughts 

to be primarily defined by the broader culture, but must own its place within that dialogue in 

order to help society understand the source and depth of these concepts. 

 

                                                
49

 Hilton and Barnhill, Animate Faith: Facilitator Guide, 55. 
50

 Hilton and Barnhill, Animate Faith: Facilitator Guide, 57 
51

 Presbyterian Mission Agency, ed. What We Believe, Accessed January 3, 2019 



 

20 
 

CHAPTER 3 

LET THE FILMS SPEAK 

 

The next three chapters I will explore the three films through a narrative review analyzing 

their story. The stories that we share are more than just important to keeping our culture alive, 

they help each of us as we face our fears and experience joy. In Supergods, Grant Morrison 

offers us this about stories: “We live in the stories we tell ourselves. In a secular, scientific 

relational culture lacking in any convincing spiritual leadership, superhero stories speak loudly 

and boldly to our greatest fears, deepest longings, and highest aspirations.”
52

 As humans we have 

been telling stories of who we are since before recorded history and today superhero films are 

winning over the hearts of Americans with their stories. In 2018, there were seven superhero 

films in the top ten grossing movies of the year, more than all the superhero films of the 1980s 

and 1990s combined.
53

 As film goers sit in dark theaters eating popcorn, they, along with the 

characters on the screen, are dealing with real human concerns both big and small. The authors 

of The Altars Where We Worship point out that there are many altars within the world of pop 

culture, film being one of them. In regard to these altars, they remind us that “we are faced with 

the reality that human experiences before these altars contain religious characteristics in common 

with experiences before more traditional altars.”
54

 The fluidity between our experiences in both 

the sacred and the secular remind us that religious institutions are not the only place where 

learning about the sacred can happen. In the dark movie theaters, with a bowl of popcorn, some 

of the most profound understandings of the universe can and do get formed. As superheroes save 

the day, the understanding of what it means to be saved is shaped within the film goer. This 

understanding of who can save, who needs to be saved, and the vast and seemingly never-ending 

                                                
52

 Morrison, Supergods, Kindle edition, location 151. 
53

 Box Office Mojo. “Domestic Yearly Box Office” (accessed Oct. 2, 2019) 
54

 Floyd-Thomas, Juan, Stacey Floyd-Thomas and Mark Toulouse. The Altars We Worship, 6 



 

21 
 

struggle for a day free of saving plays out in every superhero movie. Let us explore what three 

films have to offer to the understanding of saviors in our culture. We will explore Aquaman first, 

followed by Wonder Woman and Batman.  

AQUAMAN  

FILM BACKGROUND 

 Aquaman (2018) is the story of how Arthur Curry becomes Aquaman. The film opens 

when Aquaman’s mother Atlanna washes ashore besides his father Tom’s lighthouse. Fast 

forward to present day when Arthur must step up to the plate and embrace the Atlantean within 

to stop a war. The plot has several tangent storylines that introduce the villain Black Manta and 

Arthur’s love interest Mira. After a journey to find and retrieve a mythological lost trident, 

Arthur is transformed into Aquaman, stops the war between the world of land dwellers he grew 

up in and his inherited world of the Atlanteans. Now, with the trident, Arthur assumes the title 

Ocean Master. As the viewer watches Arthur Curry become Aquaman, an understanding of more 

than a hero is formed. Superhero movies imply that someone and something is in need of saving 

and that their salvation will come through a hero. What then within the fictional world of 

Aquaman speaks to the understanding of salvation?  

THE FIRST QUESTION: A HERO FIGHTS FOR ALL 

The first question to these films is what in the films needs saving? First, the land dwellers 

and the Atlanteans need saving from the environmental impacts the land dwellers have caused. 

They have for far too long polluted the waters, ignored cries about global warming, and have put 

the Earth at risk. Second, the land dwellers need saving from the Atlanteans; their actions leave 

them up open to an attack. Third in the complex world of Aquaman, are the villains Blank Manta 

and King Orm which must be stopped. But before Aquaman can save his world, he first must 



 

22 
 

overcome his past. Aquaman shows us that no matter if you breathe under water or above it, 

greed, power, and revenge only lead to destruction.  

Through Arthur’s backstory, the audience learns about the Atlantean culture as well as 

begin to understand that before Arthur can save others he first needs to save himself from the 

rage and anger that plaque him. Before King Orvax discovered the whereabouts of his bride-to-

be, Atlanna lived with her lover and land-dweller Tom raising their son Arthur. Arthur grew up 

hearing the legends of King Atlan, who sought power and caused his kingdom to fall into the 

sea. She shared with him how the kingdom divided into tribes and how the tribes evolved to 

adapt into their respective habitats, some becoming less human and more like sea creatures. King 

Orvax had not forgotten about Atlanna’s promise to marry him and, finding her, he sent warriors 

to retrieve her. This is all Arthur knows of his ties to the world under the water until much later 

in his teens, when a friend of his mother’s comes to train him in the Atlantean ways and shares 

the news that his mother has been sentenced to death. By the time Arthur is older, he is full of 

rage. The pain of losing his mother as well as the marginalization he feels attempting to live in a 

world that he is not completely a part of leave Arthur feeling lost and angry. Putting blame on 

Atlantis for sending his mother to her death, Aquaman wants no part of the underground world 

either.  Arthur takes out both his anger and frustration on whatever bad guy appears next; early in 

this film it happens to be two pirates, Jesse and his father.  

Arthur’s encounter with these two pirates and its consequences will be weaved 

throughout the storyline. As the pirates attempt to overtake a submarine, Arthur arrives to rescue 

the sailors that are locked away and left for dead. During this raid, the father passes on a family 

heirloom and the legacy of piracy to his son Jesse through a knife with a manta carved on it. As 

Arthur fights the father and son, Arthur attempts to walk away after it is clear that he won. 



 

23 
 

Jesse’s father is trapped in the flooding submarine, and the two men ask for help. Arthur 

responds, “Ask the sea for mercy,” and abandons the submarine as it sinks. Jesse manages to 

escape the submarine, but the section his father was trapped in explodes. Jesse now wants 

revenge and becomes the villain Black Manta.  

The second villain in Aquaman is King Orm. As King, he calls together the seven rival 

factions of Atlantis for a tribal meeting. He suggests that they wage war on the land dwellers, 

who are guilty of polluting the oceans, endangering the sea creatures, and destroying the planet 

through global warming. It is revealed that if they all come together for this, King Orm would be 

declared Ocean Master and rule them all. Not all the tribal leaders are in agreement, and several 

of the leaders are worried about a war, especially unprovoked. Film critic Stephanie Zacharek 

writes about King Orm’s desire for more power and his rational reason to wage war: “Orm is the 

current ruler of Atlantis, but he’s not happy to stop there: He wants to be Ocean Master, lord of 

the undersea kingdoms, of which there are seven. He’s also fuming at the humans of the surface 

world for dumping their garbage in the deep, and he wants to wage war on them, too—for that, 

you can’t blame him.”
55

 If the pollution was not enough to strike rage in everyone else, then a 

submarine, owned by the land dwellers, which attacked the leaders at their meeting, may have 

been the next best thing. Most of the tribal leaders are now convinced that war is necessary. King 

Orm launches the first step of war against land-dwellers by returning the pollution from the sea 

back to the land. The audience understands here that not only does a war against the land-

dwellers need to be stopped but that King Orm poses a threat to his own people. King Atlan’s 

desire for power led to the collapse of his kingdom into the sea; here King Orm is making similar 

mistakes in his quest for power.  
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Arthur’s worlds are about to converge, and, whether he wants to save them or not, they 

will be in need. When the seven tribes declare war, Mira, daughter of sea King Nereus and 

betrothed to King Orm, goes to find Arthur.
56

 Mira hopes that he will challenge Orm, his half-

brother, for the rights to the throne. She tells Arthur of King Orm’s plan to attack the land 

dwellers and her hope that Arthur will stop King Orm by challenging him for the throne. Arthur 

wants nothing to do with Atlantis, which he still blames for his mother’s death, but does tell Mira 

that if they do attack the land dwellers, he will save them. As he and his father begin the drive 

home, the waters at sea become restless and wash over the roads on which Aquaman is driving. 

As the waters begin to consume Arthur and Tom, Mira saves them. The film then cuts to news 

scenes of trash washing up from the waters as the anchors suggest that it is as if the sea is 

returning the trash to its owners. Arthur tells Mira, “I will help you stop this war, and then I am 

done.” This is the moment when Arthur has a decision to make and he chooses to take the dive 

and follow Mira into the sea. He has recognized here that King Orm is not going to stop and his 

home on land is in need of saving.  

While Mira is on land with Arthur, the pirate Jesse is waiting at the North Sea. It turns 

out that King Orm had made a deal with him to steal the submarine to attack their tribal leader 

meeting. The audience comes to realize here just how far Arthur’s half-brother King Orm is 

willing to go to wage war on the land-dwellers and assume the role as Ocean Master. The 

audience becomes aware that Arthur is not just saving the land-dwellers from the Atlanteans here 

but that the Atlanteans are in need of saving from their own king’s drive for power. The 

corruption of the Atlantean empire is seen in how King Orm is manipulating the current situation 

in order to achieve the status of Ocean Master. He seems to be repeating a long history of power 

driven kings. Historically, Atlantis had unlocked an unlimited energy source and the ocean 
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swallowed the city. The power source is what helped them adapt and evolve, yet their king at the 

time, King Atlan, took his trident and lived the rest of his life in self-imposed exile. The King 

felt he and his thirst for power were responsible for the sinking of Atlantis. Arthur, Mira and 

Vulkon, the friend who trained him years ago, meet to discuss how to get the trident before Orm 

becomes Ocean Master. Vulkon and Mira press upon Arthur in this encounter the need to save 

their world from this war and King Orm’s drive for power.  

Arthur cannot understand why Atlantis has not moved past the laws that killed his mother 

and eventually strand Mira, but he is sure he does not want the fate of the land-dwellers to be at 

the hands of King Orm. Mira tells Arthur, “Sometimes you have to do what is right, even if your 

heart aches against it.” Arthur is not just stopping the Atlanteans from waging war with the land-

dwellers and turning a blind eye to the very real problems that the land dwellers pose to the 

ocean; he is embracing both of his worlds and accepting his call to unite them. He realizes along 

the way that destruction is not the path to a better life and he must save his two worlds. In a 

powerful moment in which he reunites with his mother, she tells him that “A king fights only for 

his nation, you fight for everyone.” 

THE SECOND QUESTION: FINDING MERCY 

The second question to this film is what about Aquaman makes him a savior? Aquaman 

is a suitable savior because he is born of both a land dweller and an Atlantean; it is, in fact, this 

duality that allows him not just to breathe both above and below the water but to make a claim to 

the throne of Atlantis. Aquaman goes beyond the average human or the average Atlantean as he 

can communicate with the many creatures of the sea, something that legends proclaim King 

Atlan could do. Aquaman introduces a moral code of conduct, in which he tries to spare lives 

when possible; he offers mercy over taking life. As Aquaman works out both his own inherited 
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powers and those he will obtain through the power of King Atlan’s trident, we see him trying to 

deal with how best to use them. In Holy Superheroes Greg Garrett writes, “Power alone doesn’t 

make a hero; service and sacrifice do.”
57

 Aquaman will learn that it will take calming his own 

rage, embracing his dual nature, putting himself in harm’s way, and his extension of mercy to his 

enemies that define him as a superhero.  

The moral code of superheroes is usually reflected in the hero’s reactions to the villains. 

In Arthur’s encounter with the pirates, he was still finding his way and what it means for him to 

be a hero. Yet, he did not want to take the lives of either Jesse or his father. When he attempted 

to walk away from them, in the moments before the father was pinned, Arthur had removed a 

spear that was trapping the father against the wall. Arthur’s intentions were never to kill them but 

to stop them and save the sailors; it was their own desire to kill Arthur that lead up to the events 

that brought about the father’s death. Had the father not attempted to attack Arthur one last time, 

he would have been able to walk out of the submarine. Nonetheless, he did not, Arthur refused to 

help a second time, and Jesse walked out seeking revenge. The villain Black Manta was born. In 

this moment, the audience is given the opportunity to see Arthur’s faults. This is a moment in 

which the hero helped to create the villain. Aquaman is not perfect in every moment, Black 

Manta is a constant reminder of this.  

Arthur is reluctant at the beginning to see himself as a hero. He is simply taking each 

battle as they come, assuming that, thanks to his dual nature, he will win. The audience, as well 

as Mira and Vulkon, are waiting for Arthur to embrace what he can be, Aquaman. In Pop Goes 

Religion, Terry Mattingly writes, “The story builds through pages of dramatic close-ups, epic 

slaughters and cosmic revelations until, finally, the hero faces his ultimate decision. Will he take 
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a leap of faith and risk everything?”
58

 The pressure is on Arthur to challenge his half-brother for 

the crown; when Arthur’s way of fighting through his problems fails, the audience sees him take 

the leap of faith and trust Mira and Vulkon. Arthur goes on the quest for the trident and in doing 

so proves himself worthy of being a hero.  

Arthur’s journey to Aquaman begins when he sets sail in the mouth of a whale to find the 

trident of King Atlan. King Atlan’s chamber, in the lost city, reveals a cryptic message as to 

where both King Atlan and his trident can be found. This brings Mira and Arthur to a small town 

in Sicily, Italy. Here, Black Manta and King Orm’s soldiers find Mira and Arthur and accuse the 

Princess of high treason. A fight in the town ensues, and it is clear that Black Manta has no 

regard for the innocent lives on his quest for vengeance. Arthur saves a girl from a collapsing 

bell tower during the fight and tries to get everyone to safety while fighting Black Manta. There 

are only a few moments in the film in which he fulfills the role as a physical savior; and saving 

this little girl by ramming his body into the bell tower is one of them. Moments later, Arthur 

continues to pause from fighting in order to get other civilians to safety within a church. Placing 

his attention elsewhere opens Aquaman up in his fight with Black Manta, and yet he is willing to 

make that sacrifice in order to save the civilians. Aquaman and Black Manta fight until Black 

Manta is clearly injured and Aquaman is exhausted. Mira, having fended off King Orm’s 

soldiers, takes the collapsed Aquaman on a fishing boat to the location of King Atlan’s message.  

Aquaman’s descent into the Trench Kingdom, reuniting with his mother and the removal 

of the trident from King Atlan’s hands is the climax of the film. It is in this chapter that Arthur 

becomes Aquaman. When Arthur and Mira come out of the cyclone in the middle of the Trench 

Kingdom, they arrive in an ancient and lost place. Here, they are greeted by Atlanna, who is 

surprised that it is her son, Arthur. Atlanna tells them that she has attempted to take the trident of 
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King Atlan several times and escape the island but it is guarded by the Karath. As Arthur is 

about to face the Karath, he is not the same person he was when he faced his brother in the ring 

of fire; his rage and anger have calmed as he is willing to admit that he is not worthy of the 

trident. He was defeated by his brother, he had to find help from Mira, and he had to come face 

to face with the evil he helped create, Black Manta. Willing to admit his unworthiness and his 

own flaws; he enters the cave of King Atlan, confronts the Karath, and claims the trident. The 

trident grants even more powers to Arthur, finally transforming him into Aquaman. Through the 

powers of the trident, the three are able to leave the ancient world and charge into battle, 

commanding all the trench armies and the many different creatures of the sea and bringing an 

end to the war that King Orm was attempting to start.  

In the final scene in which Orm asks to be killed, proclaiming that “mercy is not our 

way,” Aquaman responds, “Maybe you haven’t noticed, brother, but I am not one of you.” 

Aquaman could be referring to his half-human self that grew up on the land and in a time with 

very different cultural beliefs; but this could also be referring to the fact that he had moved past 

his rage. He has found a sense of calm, he has accepted past hurts, but, most importantly, he has 

lost the attitude that the world owes him and takes responsibility for his role in the world.  

Garrett writes that “power is the ability to influence events, exercise your will and make 

things happen.”
59

 He goes on to say that at the center of superheroes’ power is the “ability to 

influence their environment to the outcomes they desire.”
60

 Aquaman had to learn that it was not 

just the fact that he was half human and half Atlantean that gave him strength beyond that of an 

ordinary human, but destruction of his worlds and those he loved, for which he was fighting that 

helped him finally triumph over his brother and stop the impending war with Earth. Aquaman’s 
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struggle was to move past the rage and hurt that helped create his origin story and find a way to 

heroism. It is Aquaman’s duality that allows him to find the path to Atlan’s trident. The powers 

of the trident enable him to stand against his brother at the end and win. However, the journey to 

the trident showed that Arthur’s moral code; willingness to sacrifice his safety for others, ability 

to speak to animals and his nature as both human and Atalantean are needed to save his worlds.  

THE THIRD QUESTION: HUMANITY IS NOT ALONE 

The third question asks: what if anything in Aquaman’s fictional world has changed? 

First, we must acknowledge, that the land dwellers are now completely aware that they are not 

alone on Earth. Although rumors of a superhero that could live in the waters were around, the 

moment that the Atlanteans waged war by pushing back all the garbage on the beaches, land 

dwellers became aware that there may be more in the oceans. Second, the world gains Aquaman, 

a new hero, who offers a bridge between the worlds. His actions of stopping the war prove to the 

land dwellers that he can be trusted; while the fact that he can communicate with sea creatures 

and command the trench army gives the Atlanteans the same assurance of his worthiness to take 

on this new task. Third, Arthur’s personal transformation leads to Atlantis’ social transformation.  

At the beginning of the film, Arthur leaves the father and son pirates, after another 

attempt at Arthur’s life, telling them that they can “ask the sea for mercy.” By the end of the 

film, he is refusing to take the head of his half-brother King Orm, proclaiming mercy despite the 

fact that mercy is not the traditional way of the Atlanteans. Arthur started out angry at Atlantis 

for taking his mother and eventually sending her to her death. Yet, by the end of the film, he 

transformed. Arthur’s own self-understanding is an important change within his fictional world. 

It suggests that Arthur will not be like the other power-hungry leaders of the past, who led 

Atlantis to its destruction. It suggests that his reign over the sea will bring forth a new beginning. 
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Arthur’s own change into Aquaman also shows that land dwellers have a new hero who will hold 

them accountable to the destruction they have caused the sea.  

Ultimately, Arthur had to come to understand and embrace both parts of himself in order 

to become the Ocean Master, stop the war, and save the world. Yet, the story does not just end 

there. The audience is left with the understanding that Arthur is meant for more, to unite his two 

worlds. This unity is not one in which the Atlanteans are inferior to the land dwellers, nor one in 

which the land dwellers succumb to the technology of the Atlanteans. This unity is one in which 

the two realms are equal. In many ways, Aquaman actually embodies this unity; it is the two 

different natures that give him many of his unique features. He is the best of both worlds and 

since he can live within and between the two worlds, he will become the perfect ambassador to 

the two.  

Papandrea points out that Christianity and superhero films are pessimistic anthropologies. 

“We need a savior because, left to our own devices, we tend toward selfishness, and so we are 

powerless to save ourselves, as sin only escalates.” This is true with King Orm, who wants to 

save his people and his ocean from being destroyed by the land-dwellers, who are carelessly 

abusing it; and yet even with an end goal that seems altruistic, he was not able to find a different 

way forward without trickery, deceit, lies, and alliances. As Arthur confronts his past, his 

present, and his future, he is able to move past his own flaws, and accept being a hero, a savior; 

he offers mercy to his brother and moves into his new role as Ocean Master. As he offers mercy 

to the Atlanteans he is able to create a new moral code for them. This new moral code honors 

life, gives second chances, and creates space for others to better themselves.  

The films different plot branches converge when Arthur is battling the Karath, a mythical 

sea creature, for the trident. Aquaman is saving, not individuals or even independent societies, 
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but the complicated mess of the world. The larger picture of what in this film is in need of saving 

is explored in all these moments: from stopping a shark at the Aquarium to not taking Jesse and 

his father’s life; from finding King Atlan to saving civilians in Sicily; from battling the foe he 

created, Black Manta, to battling the Karath, who preyed on his own insecurities; from his birth, 

a product of an Atlantean and a human, to his fight with his brother in the ring of fire; from his 

life as a land dweller to the new position as Ocean Master, that comes with the trident. Aquaman 

shows us that no matter if you breathe under water or above it greed, power and revenge only 

lead to destruction. The journey to find the trident brought more to Arthur than just time; the 

lessons that were learned along the way brought him to the point that he was not worthy of the 

trident. Arthur was able to shed the anger and save himself from the rage in order to save his 

worlds from the rage of another. Aquaman took the leap to becoming a true hero when after the 

Karath gave him a chance, pulled the trident from King Atlan and assumed the powers that 

accompany it. 

Aquaman need to overcome his own anger so, that he could save the land-dwellers, the 

Atlanteans and stop the villains, Black Manta and King Orm. Ultimately, he is able to save his 

worlds when he puts himself in harm’s way for others; when he extends mercy; and when 

through his duality accepts the trident. After Aquaman’s dramatic rise out of the trench with not 

only an army of trench creatures but commanding the Karath, Arthur is transformed fully to 

Aquaman. Not only has the world gained a new hero but the land-dwellers now know that they 

are not only on Earth. Pop culture has begun the conversation, recognizing that humanity is in 

need of saving; it is the Church’s job to continue the conversation. It does not matter if 

Aquaman’s world is going to need him again, he will be there to save them. Humans did not stop 

sinning after Jesus’ death on the cross. Christians are in need of salvation every day. That does 
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not make what Jesus did for us any less. Christians can and should spread the Good News that 

changes our lives and our world responding to the need for something greater, something more, a 

hero for all. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 WONDER WOMAN 

FILM BACKGROUND 

This film is the origin story of Wonder Woman. The film begins with young Diana 

growing up as the only child on her island and balancing what the Queen, her mother, wants for 

her and what she wishes to do herself. After years of training with her aunt on the magical 

Amazonian island, the world of men break through the barrier and expose the truth of war raging 

among the humans. Diana feels that it is her duty to stop the war and breaks Steve Trevor out of 

captivity and joins him in the fight. She also takes with her a sword and shield that the gods gave 

to the Amazons to stop the god of war, Ares. As she navigates the world outside her island and 

comes face to face with the realities of war, she puts her trust in Steve Trevor and several other 

companions. Diana transforms as the film progresses, and she is able to more fully understand 

her powers, and who she is, and the complicated world around her. Eventually, she comes face to 

face with Ares and is able to defeat him.  

Diana says in her opening monologue, “What one does when faced with the truth is more 

difficult than you think.” Just because Diana is a demigod and an Amazon warrior does not mean 

that she must save humanity. In fact, we learn as the film progresses that it is her choice to set out 

to stop World War I from destroying humans. The fictional world of Wonder Woman, modeled 

after the real horrors of our own history, is ripe for a hero to offer salvation in the struggle 

between good and evil. This film won over audiences as well. One way we gauge that is through 

box-office sales. Deep Focus points out that “The audience embrace of Wonder Woman broke 

records for the biggest opening for a film directed by a woman and the highest box-office gross 
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for a female-helmed feature."
61

 In 2017, Wonder Woman not only continued to hold box office 

victory for the summer, but ended up in the fifth spot for top grossing superhero films of all 

time.
62

 

As the film guides us through how Diana came to understand not only her own powers 

but her role in the world, Diana is transformed into Wonder Woman. James Papandrea in From 

Star Wars to Superheroes, writes “The interesting thing is that these alternative worlds have at 

least one thing in common with the real world. People need to be rescued. Somebody needs to 

save the day, or even the world. In other words, people need a savior. And that’s what a hero is 

for.”
63

  Let us explore how the film Wonder Woman offers viewers an understanding of salvation 

through Diana by, once again, asking this film three questions: what in the film’s world needs 

saving; what about Wonder Woman’s actions make her a savior; and what, if anything, is 

changed within that fictional world, as a result of her actions?  

THE FIRST QUESTION: WHEN SIN WINS OVER HEARTS 

What in the world of Wonder Woman needs saving? When a plane piloted by American 

Steve Trevor, a British spy, crashes through the magical cloud cover that keeps Amazon Island a 

secret, Diana learns of the dangers of the world from which she had been shielded. The year is 

1918 and the world beyond the island has been locked in the “war to end all wars” since 1914. 

Before the Amazonians went into hiding, they fought a great battle against Ares, the god of war. 

As they began to defeat him, Ares pledged to return someday. In response, Zeus gifted the 

Amazonians with the god-killer, a device to save humanity in case that day ever came. When 

Diana learns of this world war, she realizes that Ares is back, this time to fully destroy humanity. 
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Diana tells Steve Trevor, “It is our [the Amazonians] sacred duty to defend the world.”  This 

conviction forces her to leave her island with Steve with the belief that she must kill Ares with 

the sword gifted by the gods to the Amazonians and end the war. Yet the world beyond the 

island in Wonder Woman is multifaceted and more complex than Diana realizes. Killing Ares 

may not be the only answer to stopping the war and the poison that the Germans hope to unleash. 

Wonder Woman will realize that she is saving a complex world from not only bad guys but from 

the cycle of war that has entrenched all of them.  

In the legends of Diana’s upbringing, humans were made just and kind, yet sin corrupted 

their hearts. Hippolyta, her mother, tells her stories of the ancient war between the gods Zeus and 

Ares. Ares was jealous of humanity and turned humans against each other creating war. Zeus 

defeated Ares while trying to save his creation, humankind, and he gifted the Amazonians with 

the god-killer, a weapon to kill Ares. Amazonians were created to restore love and to ensure that 

Ares does not attempt to wipe out humanity again. Although Hippolyta can feel that Ares is 

regaining strength, she does not go out beyond the magical cloud that keeps her island a secret to 

see what is happening in the world of humans. Instead the Amazonians live a secluded life 

training for battle and raising the only child on the island, Diana. Even when war is finally 

brought to them, they choose to stay back and not get involved.  

Diana does not understand this attitude as she was brought up with the understanding that 

it is the Amazonians’ duty to defend the world, and she feels called to respond to the evils she 

has just heard about. As Diana and Steve Trevor are making a secret escape from the island, 

Hippolyta meets them before they sail off. Hippolyta states that Diana does not understand what 

is going on and tells her, “They [humanity] do not deserve you.” Diana, determined to stop Ares, 

says with conviction, “I understand enough that I am willing to fight for those who cannot fight 
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for themselves.” In this moment Diana, is giving up everything she has ever known, as she 

cannot return to the island once she leaves, in order to fulfill the call to stop Ares. When she 

boards the ship with Steve Trevor, she naively believes that she will be able to find Ares, quickly 

defeat him, and the war will simply come to an end.  

Diana wakes up from the journey to London to the sound of a ship arriving to port. As 

Diana walks around town with Steve, it becomes abundantly clear that this is not a culture with 

which she is familiar. The ways and clothing of the Amazonians are very different from 

Londoners, and Steve hopes that putting new clothing on Diana will help her blend in. This scene 

is a true reminder that Diana does not share the same cultural norms of the humanity that she 

came to save, which only further substantiates her mother’s words that Diana does not 

understand the ways of humanity or the outside world. As Diana struggles to gain her footing in 

this new culture, she accompanies Steve to report his findings to the leaders of the British forces. 

On their way, they are followed and ambushed by German spies attempting to recover the diary 

of Dr. Poison, the lead chemist working with the German army, that Steve had stolen before he 

crashed in the waters of Paradise Island. This scene is pivotal because Steve sees the extent of 

Diana’s powers as she is able to save Steve’s life by stopping a bullet with her quick reflexes and 

her powered bracelets. In this moment, we see not only surprise on the face of Steve and the 

German spies, but we also see the look of surprise on Diana’s face as she is developing a greater 

understand of her own abilities. These scenes reveal to Diana that she still has much to learn 

about the world she wishes to save.  

The next few scenes offer examples of how Diana will not just be saving the world from 

Ares but from the cycle of war they have gotten themselves into. These scenes show the generals 

removed from war and yet stuck in the mind-set of the trenches, in which lines cannot be 
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crossed. Diana walks in, breaking cultural norms of the role of woman while also attempting to 

break the cycle of war minded generals. An example of this is when she offered her diverse 

language skills, deciphering Dr. Poison’s diary in a closed meeting of generals. The diary speaks 

about a new chemical weapon that Ludendorff, a German general working closely with Dr. 

Poison, wishes to release. This new chemical can penetrate gas masks and could wipe out a 

whole town. Diana is upset by the attitudes of the generals in the war room who discuss the 

possibilities of this chemical weapon of Ludendorff. They decide that the peace deal was worth 

risking the danger imposed by this chemical weapon. They choose to endanger the lives of many 

innocent people, should the chemical be released as planned in favor of the peace deal. In her 

anger, Diana pointed out that in her culture the generals fought and died alongside their people, 

and calls them cowards, screaming “you should be ashamed, ashamed.” The gas that Ludendorff 

plans on releasing gives Diana yet one more real danger that this world needs saving from. 

Between the inactions of the generals, and Steve’s seemingly giving in to them, Diana is very 

confused by humankind not living up to the moral code or standards that she believes that they 

all should. Forced by the lasso of truth, Steve tells Diana that even he lied to the generals and is 

indeed planning on a mission to the front. Diana is dumbfounded by the complexities of this 

world. After recruiting Charlie and Sameer, Diana and Steve walk to the train to depart for the 

front, and she points out that their team consists of a liar and a murderer and soon they will add 

the Chief, who is a smuggler. As the team assembles, Diana recognizes the irony that in order to 

save this fictional world it will take immorally people.  

A little later in the film, Ludendorff brings his new weapon to the other German leaders 

believing that unleashing this will end the war. The other German leaders are hopeful for a peace 

deal and do not agree with the usage of any chemical gas, especially this new one that Dr. Poison 
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has developed. As a reprisal for their refusal to let him settle the war, Ludendorff and Dr. Poison 

use their new chemical that makes gas masks completely ineffective on the German leaders, and 

both laugh as these leaders die. As the film progresses Diana comes to the conclusion that 

Ludendorff is Ares and this scene assures the audience that if he is not the god of war, at the very 

least, he is a very evil man. Ludendorff and Dr. Poison plan to use this weapon on the village of 

Veld, where Diana and her companions had won a battle. In this moment of defeat, the 

companions take on the charge to stop Ludendorff and Dr. Poison and to never let this repeat 

itself. Faced with the truth they could have turned around in defeat or walked again and said they 

tried; yet instead the worth of the fictional world was made clearer to them, ramping up their 

desire to stop the gas.    

Diana had believed that the task at hand was simple, Ares had reemerged back on Earth, 

and he was once again using humans as pawns in their own destruction. The world simply 

needed her to kill Ares. She was sure that her blade, the god-killer, was all that was needed to 

defeat Ares and bring humanity out of war. Yet as she lived among them, even for the short time 

she was in London, she begins to see that her task is not as simple as killing one god of war. 

Indeed, the corruption of the human heart was deep, and this war, which has lasted for years, had 

done more than softened hearts to Ares’ lies but had sucked the hopes, dreams, and love out of 

those involved. In a conversation with Steve, she learned that he did not really see much of a 

future for himself once the war was over after so long and hard a struggle. Diana cannot simply 

offer salvation through the act of slaying Ares with a sword as she had previously believed. It 

was never going to be about Diana stopping the war or Ludendorff or Dr. Poison. In the 

moments in the trenches she inspired the men. Alongside her companions she offered them a 

second chance to do what it is right. The demands of this fictional world are much higher. This 
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world needs saving from Ares, Ludendorff, and poisonous gas. However, most of all, this world 

needs to be pulled out of the cycle of endless war and offered a glimpse of a future that is free 

from war, free from destruction, and one in which life is worth more. Diana’s job is not simple 

and it will take more than the sword she believes is the god-killer to offer salvation to this world.  

THE SECOND QUESTION: LEARNING TO LOVE 

 The second question asked to this film is, what about Wonder Woman and/or her actions 

make her a savior? Diana leaves her island believing it is her duty to stop Ares. She is unaware, 

at this point, that she is more than an Amazonian, but a demigod and that the god-killer is not the 

sword she wields but is instead her very identity. Steve Trevor and her other companions strive 

to do their part in stopping the war, while Ares, disguised as Sir Patrick, works behind the scenes 

and on both sides fueling this war by exploiting the rage and corruption within the minds and 

hearts of humans. While Wonder Woman may be the only way to stop Ares, her actions inspire 

her companions, as well as those she meets along the way, to do more and strive harder for what 

is right. It is Wonder Woman’s dual nature, her continued self-sacrifice, and her ability to offer 

empathy and love that makes her the real hero.   

In a playful scene at the train station Diana’s empathy and love offer a bit of humor to the 

film. Steve buys Diana ice cream, which she enjoys for the first time. She is amazed by the taste 

and compliments the person who sold them the cone. Josephine Livingstone points out her 

review of the film, “Since she joins the fray from an island beyond time—literally, she doesn’t 

know what a watch is—Diana has an extremely limited understanding of anything. However, her 

moral compass and sense of mission do not waver.”
64

 These playful moments throughout the 

film remind us of the naïve nature of Diana in her new culture; they remind us of her innocence. 
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Wonder Woman. Directed by Patty Jenkins. Warner Bros., 2017 

 

Stephanie Zacharek, another film critic, sees Diana’s innocence as a positive quality that allows 

her to navigate in this new world with curiosity, joy, and elation.
65

 There is still a lot she does not 

understand about humankind, about war and most importantly about the world she has entered; 

the darker moments of the next scene when Diana, Steve, Charlie, Chief, and Sameer are at their 

campsite for the night remind offer another look at how important empathy and love are to her 

character. Charlie, a Scottish sniper, begins screaming out in his sleep, reminding all of us of the 

real plagues of war, most notably post-traumatic stress disorder. This war does not just wipe 

Steve’s future of a family away from him, or all the young men who had already died, this war 

will have long lasting physical and psychological effects on those who participate in it and 

survive. In these two moments, Diana’s eyes are opened in different ways to the world that needs 

saving and the audience sees that Diana still has a lot to learn.  

The next day, as they travel outside the village of Veld, Diana’s heart breaks with 

compassion at what she is witnessing. Diana asks what this place is and learns about the trenches 

and of “no man’s land,” the space 

between them where no man can 

enter and hope to survive. Her 

companions try to push her onward, 

telling her that they must keep going, 

their hours of travel do not offer 

them time to stop and fight. However, Diana reveals herself as an Amazonian warrior, Wonder 

Woman, as she enters “no man’s land” with her shield. At first, she is bombarded with so few 

bullets that she is able to easily deflect them. In a powerful visual moment, she kneels in the 
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middle of this battle field with her shield and takes on all the enemy fire. The authors of Deep 

Focus interpret this scene, “She stages a nonviolent intervention in fields ravaged by war.”
66

 As 

Wonder Woman steps on to the field, she is not using her sword to stop the bullets; she is not 

firing at those who are firing back at her; she is simply walking across the field, deflecting 

bullets with her wrists at first until she is overwhelmed by gun fire and she uses her shield for 

protection. Her actions at this moment speak to risks she is willing to take to save humanity from 

Ares and proves that she is beginning to understand that it is not simply killing one god that will 

stop this war.  

Diana will learn that for this war to end, overcoming hopelessness will be just as 

important. Key to her success will be bringing back hope, power and belief to the people that 

they can do better, be better, and live better. Her companions join her in “no man’s land,” and, 

by the time the soldiers are charging out of the trenches, her allies have overpowered the 

Germans. As they rush into Veld to complete freeing the village from German control, a sniper 

begins taking people out from the steeple of the church, but Charlie, frozen in that moment, is 

unable to kill the sniper. The other three companions, using a piece of armored vehicle as a 

shield, are able to launch Wonder Woman into the air and through the bell tower, where the 

sniper is hiding. Wonder Woman flies through the air towards the tower and dramatically takes it 

down. Unfortunately, they were unable to offer this town lasting freedom, because, a few days 

later, it falls victim to the power of Dr. Poison’s gas.  

The film climaxes when Diana, Steve, and their companions arrive at a German airbase in 

hopes of stopping a plane loaded with poison gas destined for London.  Steve and their 

companions head for the airbase while Diana heads straight for Ludendorff, believing him to be 

Ares. As she confronts him, he consumes some of the strength-giving drug that Dr. Poison had 
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Wonder Woman. Directed by Patty Jenkins. Warner Bros., 2017 

 

created. The fight, starting off with this chemically supernatural strength, gives Diana the 

impression that this must be Ares as she has been expecting. Yet when Diana is finally able to 

kill Ludendorff with the sword, nothing changes, the fighting continues, and the airbase appears 

to be preparing for the launch of these new chemical weapons. It is at this moment that Sir 

Patrick appears and the real identity of Ares is revealed.  

As the confrontation between the two begins, Ares tries to convince Wonder Woman to 

join his side by reminding her of the world of humans and their true corrupt natures. In this 

scene, the many attributes of Wonder Woman show that it takes more than her superhuman 

powers to save the day; it will take her ability to resist temptation, her compassion, her love for 

Steve and her integrity to be the savior that her world needs. He tells her that it is not him but the 

humans who are really the corrupt and weak beings. Ares offers her the chance to wipe out 

humankind and begin the world anew with the two of them reigning over a pure and beautiful 

new creation. At first, her rage grows, and Ares, believing he is winning, presents Dr. Poison to 

Wonder Woman to kill. Yet, seeing Dr. 

Poison vulnerable and helpless, Wonder 

Woman cannot harm her. As Diana looks into 

Dr. Poison’s eyes, she pardons Dr. Poison. 

Superheroes are not simply offering salvation through the big saves from physically dangers; it is 

in their ability to offer salvation in other ways that truly make them heroic. Here Diana knows 

that Dr. Poison was fighting a war, believing in her cause and did not know all of what she was 

doing. Diana also realizes that for all the corrupted hearts of humanity there are the same hearts 

that are capable of so much more than hate. Diana’s compassion, integrity, and her ability to love 

allow her to spare Dr. Poison and give her a second chance. As Diana tosses away the weapon 
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she held over Dr. Poison’s head, she looks up and sees the plane that Steve had hijacked flying 

away, and what he said to her moments before on the air strip becomes clear in her mind. Steve 

had said goodbye, that he must do this, and that he loved her. It is this love that she has found in 

humanity that gives her the strength to see humankind more fully and defeat Ares. She tells him 

that he is right, humans are all that he says they are but that they are also “so much more.” It is 

this more within them that Diana believes is worth fighting for and, finding strength from her 

renewed love for them, she is now able to kill Ares, fulfilling her role as the god-killer. In this 

scene, Diana is showing us that it is more than power alone that makes a hero; for she had the 

power to fight Ares. She is proving that it takes mental strength and abilities to be a savior. As 

she fights Ares, Wonder Woman embraces and uses all the powers and strengths she has as half 

Amazonian and half god; we see her fly and grab the fire whips of Ares with her bare hands; she 

uses her bracelet’s to strike him with lightening; and she uses her mental strength to overcome 

the temptations. In this battle, the audience is overwhelmed by the visual sights of this true 

superhuman.  

Diana allows her empathy and compassion in her decision making process. Diana does 

not just save people when danger presents itself; she often puts herself in order to right the 

wrongs. The companions did not want Diana to enter into the trench warfare outside of Veld; 

Diana choose to do so after witnessing the young men’s war injuries, woman and children 

hunger, and whole villagers with nowhere to go. Aly Caviness, in her review of the film, writes, 

“Diana still wants to save everyone, and when she realizes she can’t, your heart breaks with hers. 

After every battle, whether physical or emotional, Diana doesn’t rejoice – she reflects, lifting her 

face to the sky and taking a deep breath, savoring that moment where something has either ended 
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or just begun. Diana never wavers in her beliefs. And most importantly, Diana loves.”
67

 Like 

other heroes, Diana does not simply rejoice when a battle is done but realizes the gravity and 

burdens of being a hero. This is an important part of her characteristics that aid her in the final 

battle with Ares. In the moment that Ares tempts Diana with a new Earth to rebuild as they 

choose, Diana is able to feel the destruction necessary to achieve that. Her heart aches over the 

thought of all the lives lost and she is able to gain strength against Ares. Wonder Woman is able 

to find the humanity within humankind. This is part of what makes her a savior.  

However, in this final battle scene, Diana is not the only character that speaks to the 

theme of salvation. Steve Trevor flew the plane with the poisonous gas high up into the sky and 

blew it up, destroying the contents and himself, so that thousands in London would be saved. 

Steve did not wish the contents to be used as weapons against either his own side or the German 

side. He knows he must give his life for the lives of others in hopes that, along with Wonder 

Woman’s efforts against Ares, the war will finally end. This action of putting the safety of others 

above your own life is an important part of the storyline. Diana, time and time again, puts her 

own life at risk for the safety of others. Her mother tells her that the world does not deserve her 

and the other Amazonians remain behind, unwilling to sacrifice themselves for another human 

war. In this scene, not only is Diana offering an example of what actions it takes to be a savior 

but Steve is also offering the audience proof that not all saviors are demigods.  

Wonder Woman is able to do things that no one else is able to do, she stormed no man’s 

land, enabling the rest of the troops to retake a village. She was able to stop bullets with her 

bracelets and save Steve Trevor’s life in the alley. She was able to defeat Ludendorff and find 

room to offer mercy to Dr. Poison. She was able to find real friendship with her companions and 

even experience a loving relationship with Steve. Wonder Woman did not just stop Ares and 
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save humankind simply because she is a half god Amazonian warrior; she was able to stop Ares 

because she embraced herself as a hero. She enters the world of humankind, offering this 

explanation to Steve: “Stopping the god of war is foreordained. As Amazonians, this is our 

duty.” Diana had accepted her role as hero before she entered the true front of the war; 

nevertheless, it was not until her final battle with Ares that she came to fully understand what it 

took to be a true hero. It was not the god-killing sword but the whole of Wonder Woman who 

would through strength, compassion, understanding, love and super human abilities save the day. 

Diana’s empathy for humanity allowed her to not just love humans but more importantly put 

herself in harm’s way to save humanity from Ares; something only she could, as both half god 

and an Amazon, offer. 

THE THIRD QUESTION: BEYOND WHAT WE SEE 

The third question to answer is, what has changed within the fictional world because of 

her actions? As the battle scene with Ares comes to an end, a cloud of relief settles over the 

airstrip. At that moment, enemies stop fighting and the war ends. The audience knows that the 

war did not simply stop just because Ares is defeated and yet they are also aware that the death 

of Ares lightens the hearts of his pawns and allows them to see the sense in ending the war. The 

armistice, which was being negotiated among the leaders, can be completed without his 

influence. Another result of this powerful battle between Wonder Woman and Ares is that the 

world is rid of one more villain who was capable of corrupting so many. Wonder Woman 

changed the lives of those who met her along the way. Additionally, when Diana left her island it 

was against the wishes of her mother, Queen Hippolyta, who forbids her to return. Thus, at the 
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end of the film, the fictional world gains Wonder Woman, a hero who is willing to put her life on 

the line for the good she believes dwells within the hearts of humans.
68

  

Wonder Woman through her naïve interaction with humankind, discovers humanity. As 

film critic Nell Minow points out, “What is refreshing in this film is that what comes as a 

surprise to her is not what she can do but what the rest of the world has to offer.”
69

 Wonder 

Woman, Diana finally realizes that humans are not simple, humanity does not necessary only 

have one answer to every problem, and yet their capacity for love and desire for friendship and 

relationships abounds. Perhaps Wonder Woman was the only one that could stop Ares, but it was 

the actions of her human companions that inspired Wonder Woman to see that humankind was 

more than corruptible hearts. As film critic Stephanie Zacharek reminds us, “She meets Steve’s 

friends and colleagues—among them Ewen Bremner’s Charlie, an ace marksman who has lost 

his touch—and fights fiercely alongside them but also offers empathy and kindness when it’s 

needed.”
70

 It is easy to paint our lives, our history, or even our humanity with broad strokes of 

black and white or good versus evil. Yet through her coming into this story, making assumptions 

about the good guys and the bad guys, we realize that the lines blur. As the Allied generals sit in 

London safely arguing what their next steps will be, men suffer in the trenches and women and 

children are begging on the streets. The understanding that each of us has the opportunity to do 

something more, or be something more, when the time calls is offered to the audience. Kevin 

Harvey in All You Want to Know reminds us that sometimes it is a character’s own actions that 

save them.
71

  For the companions of Wonder Woman, who never hoped for war and from whom 

war had taken more than just a few years of their lives, we see that their own actions towards the 
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end of the film begin to offer them the salvation that they needed. Steve Trevor stops the war and 

offers life back to all those who had other dreams; he also lived into what he was taught as a 

child, which was to do the right thing. Steve knew he was doing the right thing and that his 

sacrifice would be worth it. Charlie began to show signs that his post-traumatic stress was not 

paralyzing him as it had previously. After his part in saving the town of Veld, putting himself in 

harm’s way, and doing something positive, Charlie began to act with more confidence, 

demonstrating a renewed purpose and hope. In the scene after Veld was taken back, the whole 

town rejoices in their freedom from the Germans. So changed is the atmosphere from that of war 

that Charlie begins to sing and share his musical talents, something he has not done in years. 

When a smile flashes on Charlie’s face, we get the feeling that more than just a town was saved 

that day. Charlie, being a part of something good, is beginning to relinquish some of the horrors 

that he has experienced up to this point. Wonder Woman, by believing in humanity, shows that 

even the liars and thieves can find the best of themselves and be more.  

As for the real lasting effects of Wonder Woman’s actions in her fictional world, perhaps 

the influence on the fictional world for which she comes is not as important as the conversations 

the film invites us into. In Deep Focus, the authors write “Many films, on closer inspection, 

invite their viewers to consider life on a more spiritually centered level. They invite us to explore 

not only life, but Life.”
72

 Wonder Woman extends the conversation beyond war, questioning the 

true nature of humanity. In Pop Goes Religion, Terry Mattingly writes, “People are looking for 

heroes. People are looking for answers to the big questions, like, ‘What in the hell am I doing 

here?’ I asked that question when I was a kid, and some of the comic books I read did a better 

job of answering it than many of the sermons I heard from preachers back then.”
73

 Wonder 
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Woman begins the conversation. Will the church pick it up? As Grant Morrison writes, “We live 

in the stories we tell ourselves. In a secular, scientific rational culture lacking in any convincing 

spiritual leadership, superhero stories speak loudly and boldly to our greatest fears, deepest 

longings and highest aspirations.”
74

 Morrison clearly has a low opinion of the church and its 

leadership as this quote demonstrates his bias there; however, Mattingly and Morrison points are 

clear, superheroes are giving the Nones common stories that shape their understanding of the 

world and how they fit within it. Wonder Woman leaves her island, to which she cannot return, 

in order to stop Ares. Her eyes are opened to the blurred moral lines of the real world, and yet, 

despite her disappointment in the choices of many of the humans she encounters, she fights for 

humanity. She comes to love humanity, and, in finding the potential of all humankind, she offers 

mercy to those who cannot and do not live into that.  

Wonder Woman’s mother may have been right when she said to Diana that humanity 

“does not deserve you.” Yet Wonder Woman does not save humanity because they are innocent 

or without sin. She finds strength to fight Ares because, as she tells him, “They [humankind] are 

so much more.” Although Diana never verbalizes what that ‘more’ is; audiences realize that the 

complexities of humanity are understood by Diana through her own interactions with her 

companions and in her finding love with Steve. Wonder Woman reveals that salvation is not 

offered simply because it is deserved or even earned. Saviors come not because of who humanity 

is but because of the potential of who we can be. Wonder Woman witnessed both the worst and 

the best of humanity working in this war and, out of her love for humans, chooses to save 

everyone, knowing that humans all have the capacity for more. Her world is changed when the 

war ends and when everyone experiences the freedom from the grip of war. Her world is 
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changed when she sees humanity for what it can be and not what Ares wants her to see. The 

world of humans is forever changed as it has gained a new hero, Wonder Woman. 

Wonder Woman opens up conversations on good vs. evil. It invites questions on knowing 

your enemy; as Wonder Woman assumed along that Ludendorff was Ares, when, Ares was 

really Sir Patrick. Wonder Woman assumes that her task is simple and yet the need to stop the 

cycle of war and release all from its effects is not an easy task. It opens up question about what a 

savior looks like? Wonder Woman was very out of place in London; most would not have seen 

her as the hero she would be. It takes her dual-nature, willingness to put herself in harm’s way 

and ability to find love that transformed her from a warrior to a hero. Wonder Woman defends 

the potential in all humanity for greatness, for courage, and, most importantly, for love.  Wonder 

Woman opens up conversations about what changes and what kind of change really matters. It 

was not just that the war was over or that the world gained a hero. The real and lasting change 

Wonder Woman offered was in the lives she inspired.  
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  CHAPTER 5: BATMAN  

FILM BACKGROUND 

In the three films that make up the Dark Knight Trilogy, Batman, a masked vigilante, 

fights in the crime ridden city of Gotham at night, while, by day, Bruce Wayne plays a spoiled 

rich boy who has too much of everything. The three films Batman Begins (2005), The Dark 

Knight (2008), and The Dark Knight Rises (2012), take us through the origin story of Batman to 

the very real struggles of what it means to try to save a city and, finally, to the cost of being a 

hero. We see in flashbacks to Bruce’s youth that Gotham is a city with a disparity between the 

rich and the poor, with the major crime in the city tracing its roots to the mafia. This deep-seated 

criminal nature plays out in the trilogy by showing how hard it is to tell who is actually not 

tainted by corruption, not even the police can be fully trusted as many of them have been bought 

off by criminal organizations. The pervasiveness of this corruption has caused the citizens of 

Gotham to lose all hope. The League of Shadows, which plays a role in keeping the balance of 

good and evil in the world, believes that Gotham is beyond redemption and needs to fall. It is 

their goal to destroy the city even as the criminals that keep hold of Gotham would prefer things 

to continue as they are.  

Each film has their own main villain which helps to shape the film. Batman Begins tells 

us of the young Bruce, who lost his parents at a young age to the crime of the city and decides 

that he needs to do something about it. Yet after training with the League of Shadows, he 

disagrees with its leader Ra’s Al Ghul on what the future looks like for Gotham. The main villain 

in Batman Begins, then, is the League of Shadows, which uses puppets like Scarecrow as pawns 

in their attempts to bring Gotham to its destruction. The Dark Knight’s main villain is Joker who 

plays mind games on everyone. Ultimately, Joker’s mind games cause District Attorney Harvey 
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Dent to turn and embrace his villainous role as Two-Face. As the Dark Knight ends, Batman 

takes the fall for Harvey Dent’s death and is seen as a bad guy himself. Emerging once again in 

the third film is the League of Shadows, this time through the villain Bane. Now, Batman must 

rise again and show Gotham that he is willing to give them everything. Giving the name to this 

film, The Dark Knight Rises, Batman comes out of hiding and is able to save Gotham from this 

threat.  In all three films, police officer Gordon plays a central role as someone that Bruce trusts 

within the force. This bond was created when Bruce was a kid and Gordon responded to his 

parents’ murder. Gordon goes from a detective, to the commissioner, and back to a police officer 

across the three films, his role changing as the needs of Gotham demand.  

In The Altars Where We Worship¸ authors Floyd-Thomas, Floyd-Thomas and Toulouse 

point out, “Myths in entertainment generally reinforce existing cultural norms. Regardless of 

their abilities, attitudes, and motivations, all the heroic figures discussed here represent qualities 

that society finds admirable and inspiring.”
75

 Warner Bros., the company responsible for all the 

films I engage in this paper, voiced what they believe is their role as movie makers.  In response 

to controversy surrounding the release of their 2019 film, Joker, Warner Bros. stated, “Warner 

Bros. believes that one of the functions of storytelling is to provoke difficult conversations 

around complex issues."
76

 For sure The Dark Knight trilogy brings forth the complex issues of 

corruption, poverty vs. extreme wealth, and responsibility to others.   Batman shows us that in a 

world of crime, hope is not lost. Greg Garrett in Holy Superheroes writes, “Humans have always 

needed heroes, real or created, to model behavior, to give hope.”
77

 As Gotham’s citizens lose 

their power and live in fear and corruption, the city becomes ripe for a hero to show a better way. 
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Batman reminds the citizens, of Gotham, that there are still a few good people willing to do more 

for the innocent, that Batman is more than a masked vigilante, he is a hero offering salvation to 

Gotham. Let us explore how the films address the three questions in our conversation about 

salvation. 

THE FIRST QUESTION: WHEN HOPE IS LOST 

The first question, what about this fictional world needs saving, has an easy answer, each 

of the three films offers a web of dangers that puts the whole of Gotham in peril. The corruption 

that has infiltrated deep within the hierarchy of the city government and the loss of hope among 

the people of the city has left Gotham stricken. Batman does not want to simply stop one villain 

but fights to break down the web of corruption that keeps Gotham locked in darkness. Batman 

lurks in the darkness of the night and stops the small crimes that prevent the citizens of Gotham 

from feeling safe or believing in their city. Batman is as much about saving the individual as he 

is about saving his city, which will help stir the hope back into the city and, by the final film, 

empower the citizens of Gotham to do something  

In Batman Begins, the audience not only witnesses the origin story of Batman but also the 

depths of corruption within the city of Gotham. The film opens when young Bruce falls into a 

large pit at his home and breaks his arm. When his father rescues him, he remarks, “Why do we 

fall Bruce?” He answers his own question: “So we can learn to pick ourselves back up.” This 

becomes a common phrase repeated by other characters throughout Batman Begins. While in the 

pit, young Bruce was surrounded and stormed by a colony of bats, which frightened him. It was 

this fear that resurfaces the night his parents took him to the Opera and they leave the theatre 

early. In the alleyway outside the theatre, before his eyes, Bruce’s parents are robbed and shot by 

Joe Chill, leaving Bruce orphaned. This encounter offers young Bruce a glimpse at the level of 
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violence and crime that the city of Gotham has fallen into. Many years later, Chill is released 

from prison and Bruce, just out of college, returns home with plans to seek justice for himself 

and kill the murderer outside the court house. Someone else, paid off by a mob boss, gets to Chill 

before Bruce even gets a chance to pull out his gun.  

As Bruce and his childhood friend Rachel are leaving the courthouse, Rachel tells Bruce 

about the level of corruption that has infiltrated the entire city. She goes on to tell him that 

“justice is about restoring harmony, while revenge is about making you feel better.” As Bruce 

leaves her car to come face to face with Falcone, the lead mob boss, Rachel says “What chances 

does Gotham have when good people do nothing?”  This question sticks with Bruce as he begins 

to understand how he can and will offer hope to a city that seems to be beyond hope; but first, he 

must leave the city of Gotham and everything behind to live on the streets. This question 

continues to play out in The Dark Knight, when, Joker blackmails good people to participate in 

his games. It is not until The Dark Knight Rises, when, the good people are inspired to come out 

of their houses and take a stand against Bane that the tide changes.   

In Batman Begins, Bruce participates in crime when he leaves Gotham for a life on the 

streets. Yet even as he was off committing crimes and stealing, he was blurring the lines of right 

and wrong by stealing from his own company, Wayne Enterprise. At one-point, he acknowledges 

that leaving Gotham with nothing, no money or identity, offered him quite the lesson, Bruce 

says, “The first time I stole so I wouldn’t starve. I lost many assumptions about the simple nature 

of right and wrong.” It was this time on the streets that helped open Bruce’s eyes to what in 

Gotham really needs saving. It is not simply enough to stop individuals from small crime, but 

one must address the larger and systemic problems that lead to poverty and despair.  Even 
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though Bruce knows that the problems are larger, by the end of the first film, he is still not aware 

of what Batman must do and be in order to truly be a savior to his city. 

Gotham is a complicated city and Batman Begins reveals that complication through the 

web of crime that entangles all the main villains. Scarecrow is a psychologist that is working 

with mob boss Falcone to create a hallucinogenic drug which is going to be released on Gotham 

citizens through a stolen prototype weapon from Wayne Enterprise. By the end of Batman 

Begins, Bruce has taken down Falcone, Scarecrow, and the League of Shadows, but the 

corruption of Gotham has not dissipated. The corruption runs through cops to every day citizens; 

the criminals are in charge and not many good people are working against them. For Bruce, it is 

not simply that Gotham city is corrupt and crime ridden; it is a city full of good people who have 

allowed corruption and crime to take over and blur the lines of right and wrong. Bruce returns to 

Gotham, not simply to fight for the city but to fight for every individual, people like his parents 

or even Rachel, who are oppressed by the criminals around them. Bruce desires to offer an 

example, as a symbol, of what happens when someone, even a caped crusader, does something.  

The Dark Knight picks up where Batman Begins leaves off and focuses on the villain 

Joker, whose key role within this film shows how much Batman has begun affecting crime 

within the city. During a meeting of the rival criminal leaders, we learn that they sought outside 

help from businessman, Mr. Lau, to help them better smuggle money out of the city. Joker 

interrupts this meeting and asks the crime bosses, “A year ago you were untouchable. What 

happened?” As the film progresses, Joker continues to play mind games with the villains as 

much as with Batman and the police force. At one point he not only steals the villain’s money 

but he sets some of it on fire. Eventually, Joker’s games turn the District Attorney, Harvey Dent, 

into the villain Two-Face. Joker confronts Batman, offering a figurehead for the corruption of 
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Gotham and the desire to go back to the status quo that Batman has upended. As Bruce struggles 

with what to do about Joker and the reasons for the madness he is creating, Alfred comments, 

“Some men aren’t looking for anything logical like money. They can’t be bought, bullied, 

reasoned with, or negotiated with. Some men just want to watch the world burn.” As this film 

progresses, Bruce realizes that the symbol of hope may not work through instilling fear into 

criminals. Joker continues to win round after round, showing the city that even the symbol of 

Batman is corruptible. Ultimately, Batman will be on the run from the cops and taking blame for 

crimes he did not commit, so that by the end of the film, Batman is saving Gotham from himself.  

As the Dark Knight Rises opens, eight years later, the audience is introduced to a Gotham 

in which the criminals are mostly in jail and the city seems to be hopeful. Yet as the film unfolds, 

Bruce is once again reminded that it is not simply about taking on individuals but the system of 

corruption. The villain Bane and his partner Tate are working underground, both in the tunnels 

beneath Gotham and in the background of the financial intuitions of the city, to undermine 

Gotham. Once again, Wayne Enterprise technology is stolen and is going to be repurposed for 

use against Gotham. As Bruce retreated from both his lives, Gotham suffered. A young police 

officer, Blake, reveals to Bruce just how much the Wayne resources meant to the Orphanage 

when he confronts Bruce about his real identity. Batman did not just leave Gotham but Bruce 

had as well, and, in doing so, Gotham lost Bruce, a citizen that gave substantially to the 

community.  

An analysis of the villains in these films reveals the complexities of what in Gotham 

needs of saving. Although the villains themselves are not the only problems of the city, they too 

are symbols as much as Batman is. The League of Shadows represents the larger systems that are 

broken, like the financial and justice. Scarecrow refers to the deep fear that the citizens have. 
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Batman Begins. Warner Bros., 2005. DVD 

 

Joker reveals the consequences of desperation, when rules do not matter. Bane takes away the 

freedom from the citizens and in its place offers the city annulation.   

Listing all the villains that Gotham is saved from, or in need of being saved from, does 

not give justice to the overall answer to this first question. Gotham is in need of being saved 

from itself. The system and the city that it has become, even in the opening of Batman Begins 

shows us just how far a city can fall into corruption. Bruce’s father tells him that we fall so that 

we can learn to pick ourselves back up again. Yet, the city of Gotham needs hope that it can pick 

itself up. That hope comes in Batman, who mysteriously shows up and offers hope to individuals 

while saving the city from larger systems of corruption.  

THE SECOND QUESTION: FEARFULLY HOPEFUL 

The actions that make Batman a savior are not due to any form of super power but 

instead emerge out of his intelligence, inheritance, convictions, brute force, and his strong drive 

to set things right. In each film of the trilogy, there are moments in which Batman offers 

salvation to Gotham. Each of the films in the trilogy offer us a glimpse into Batman’s evolving 

identity as a hero as well as Bruce’s own understanding of this changing identity. Yet it is 

Batman’s willingness to do whatever it takes for Gotham citizens, his ability to not give up hope, 

and the resources of Bruce Wayne that make him a true hero. 

Bruce’s entrance into Gotham as Batman comes in Batman Begins when he takes on the 

head mob boss Falcone in a dramatic scene at the docks.  Batman serves up Falcone on the large 

light creating the Bat symbol in the sky. 

Through this act of capturing Falcone, 

Batman sends a message to Gotham that 

he is not just a rumor but real. In this 
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entrance, he is stating that he is serious about instilling fear both in the individual criminals and 

in the system of corruption. Here, Batman offers up Falcone as a visual to everyone that he is 

here to save the day. The bat symbol in the sky is the sign that their savior has come. In Batman 

Begins, Bruce refuses to kill the man accused of a crime at the end of his training with the 

League, proclaiming that he is not an assassin and that the man deserves a trial. Despite Decard 

pointing out that the justice system is flawed and just as corrupt as the men who end up in it, 

Batman will not take a life. Decard’s tells Bruce, after his training with the League, “Your 

compassion is your weakness.” Batman chooses to fight against the bad guys, and while some of 

them get hurt in the process, his goal is not to kill but instead to serve them up to the justice 

system. Batman does not see himself as judge or jury, but rather a means of delivering the 

criminals to the police. The salvation that Batman is hoping to offer in Batman Begins is a safer 

Gotham for the individuals. Although the city of Gotham needs to get out of the pit of 

corruption, they did not ask for a savior, especially one who wishes to instill fear. As the trilogy 

progresses, this tension, between offering hope while also creating fear, plays into the 

development of Bruce’s own understanding of the salvation he can and will offer Gotham. 

Simply put, in Batman Begins, Batman acts as a savior to Gotham as he tries to clean up the 

streets of Gotham from the corruption that had taken over the city. 

When Decard recruits Bruce into the League of Shadows, he assures him they are not a 

group of vigilantes. Decard explains that vigilantes are easily taken down, but instead proclaims 

that the League is something different. Decard states, “If you devote yourself to an idea, you 

become something else entirely, a legend.” Bruce takes Decard up on his invitation, not being 

aware of all the motives, and makes the difficult journey to the training facility high in the 

Himalayas. Eventually Bruce returns to Gotham and when he does he tells Alfred of his plan for 
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restoring Gotham, “As a symbol, I can be incorruptible, I can be everlasting. As a symbol I can 

be something elemental, something terrifying.” He decides to be something more than a 

vigilante, he decides to offer Gotham a way out of the pit. Film critic Manohla Dargis points out 

that Christopher Nolan, the director of this trilogy, understands that it is the interplay between 

both Batman and Bruce Wayne that is important to fully embracing Batman as a hero. Dargis 

writes, “What Mr. Nolan gets, and gets better than any other previous director, is that without 

Bruce Wayne, Batman is just a rich wacko with illusions of grandeur and a terrific pair of 

support hose. Without his suave alter ego, this weird bat man is a superhero without humanity, 

an avenger without a conscious, an id without a superego.”
78

 It takes Bruce’s back story, and 

Bruce’s entanglement with other characters, to truly give Batman depth. In order for Batman to 

become the legend that Bruce hopes for; Batman must give everything to Gotham. Yet it isn’t 

until the last film, The Dark Knight Rises, that we see just how important Batman becomes, as 

the example that, even after the fall that Gotham has taken, there is always a way to get back up. 

The Dark Knight begins with Joker, a new villain to Gotham, robbing a bank, but as we 

see over the course of the film, his main goal is to rob Batman of his identity and extinguish his 

symbol of hope in the city. By the end of the film, the words of Harvey Dent, “You either die a 

hero or live long enough to see yourself become a villain,” ring true for Bruce. As Joker’s 

villainous games play out in The Dark Knight, Batman and Harvey Dent get entangled in a web 

that blur the lines of right and wrong. Joker wants Batman to reveal his identity and, after several 

innocent deaths, Batman goes to Dent to tell him he is ready to remove the mask. Batman, at this 

point, believes the mind games of Joker are his fault for creating an atmosphere of fear. Before 

visiting Dent, Batman spoke with a mob boss who reminded him, “You got rules. The Joker, he’s 
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got no rules.” Batman tells Dent, “You are the symbol of hope I can never be. Your symbol is the 

first legitimate ray of light in Gotham in decades.” Joker has put Bruce in a terrible place and is 

now allowing the same fear that Bruce uses to give Batman his power to obtain the upper hand. 

In this moment, Bruce decides that giving up Batman’s identity is worth saving the city. Batman 

is willing to offer himself up if it means that the city of Gotham still has one more chance. Grant 

Morrison, in Supergods, reminds us that this is why we love our heroes: “We love our 

superheroes because they refuse to give up on us. We can analyze them out of existence, kill 

them, ban them, mock them, and still they return, patiently reminding us of who we are and what 

we wish we could be.”
79

  

However, when Dent holds a press conference, instead of giving Batman the opportunity 

to come forward, he takes credit for being the Dark Knight of Gotham. Rachel is upset not only 

with Dent, for taking the credit and putting himself in harm’s way with Joker, but also with 

Bruce, who allowed it. As she expresses her betrayal and her frustration to Alfred, Alfred 

reassures her that they know what they are doing and that Bruce is being more than a hero, he is 

doing what the city needs. He tells her, “Bruce and Mr. Dent believe that Batman stands for 

something more important than the whims of a terrorist. Even if everyone hates him for it, that is 

the sacrifice he is making. He’s not being a hero; he’s being something more.” Harvey Dent, in 

his press conference, tells everyone, “The night is darkest just before the dawn. And I promise 

you the dawn is coming.” By this point in the film, Bruce and Harvey Dent have successfully 

crafted a symbol that offers something more than a caped vigilante. 

After a long and lethal game with Joker, Harvey Dent and Rachel are captured. Joker 

gives Batman the option to save only one of them. Batman thinks he made the choice to save 

Rachel, but Joker’s mind game won, and Rachel is killed. After the death of Rachel, Bruce says 
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to Alfred, “I meant to inspire good, not madness and death.” Alfred tells Bruce, “Things always 

get worse before they get better.” Although hope is not lost, Joker’s games continue to take a toll 

on the city of Gotham and its hero. Harvey Dent loses more than his fiancé to Joker’s game, half 

his face is burned with acid, and he is unable, emotionally and psychologically, to handle the 

sequence of events that took place. Harvey Dent gives up on fighting good and turns into Two-

Face, setting out on a path that leads to self-destruction. As Commissioner Gordon and Batman 

stand over the corpse of Dent-turned-Two-Face, they decide that Gotham needs a hero and that 

Batman can be whatever Gotham needs him to be. Batman tells Gordon, “Joker cannot win: 

Gotham needs its true hero. I can do those things because I am not a hero, I am whatever Gotham 

needs me to be.” Batman flees the scene with the police hunting him as a villain for the murder 

of Dent, while Dent is buried as the white knight that Gotham needed. Author Kevin Harvey 

writes, “Batman made the right choice for the people of Gotham by allowing them to believe he 

committed these crimes. Without his sacrifice, the people of Gotham would have lost hope.”
80

  

Bruce allowed the symbol of Batman to be corrupted, but, for Gordon, Joker, and Bruce, 

the truth of Two-Face remained. In this film, two different savior figures play on each other: the 

White Knight Harvey Dent and the Dark Knight Batman. Harvey used the law, while Batman 

used fear to try to restore Gotham and empower the people. By the end of the film, Batman 

narrates, “Sometimes truth isn’t good enough. Sometimes people deserve more. Sometimes 

people deserve to have their faith rewarded.” Furthering this sentiment, Gordon explains to his 

son, who knows the truth of Batman’s heroics and of Dent’s alter ego Two-Face, that “he 

[Batman] is the hero Gotham deserves but not the one it needs right now. So we will hunt him, 

because he can take it. Because he is not our hero, he is a silent guardian, a watchful protector, a 
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Dark Knight.” Batman was able and willing to give fully of himself in order to keep hope alive 

within Gotham City. He wanted to assure that the work that Harvey Dent did as DA would 

remain intact and that the city was given a real chance to change. Joker could have won this 

round, showing that anyone can be corrupted as the symbol of Batman no longer inspired hope 

but instilled fear; yet he did not win because Batman’s sacrifice for Dent’s earlier efforts allowed 

the light in Gotham to remain strong. Batman gave up his own identity to offer the salvation 

from corruption that Gotham needed in that moment. Batman restored their hope. Batman 

offered them a savior.  

The Dark Knight Rises, takes place eight years after the death of Harvey Dent and opens 

on a city that has recovered from the days when crime thrived. Even as the surface of Gotham 

City has become cleaner, there is still trouble brewing underground. A new villain, Bane, and 

Raj’s Al Ghul’s daughter, Tate, plan to take over Gotham and by using nuclear weapon built by 

Wayne Enterprise. Batman must come out of hiding and save his city once more. This time, 

however, Batman will give up his life to save his city. Batman chooses this time, not because he 

is forced to, to truly give himself up to save the city. His actions of sacrifice save Gotham from 

Bane and Tate and free its citizens to rebuild on a foundation of hope.   

When Bruce is sent away to the pit of a foreign prison, he is unable to stop Bane from 

taking over Gotham and holding its citizens hostage with a nuclear weapon. Down in this pit, he 

hears about the one and only person who was ever able to climb their way out. The pit is set up 

with ropes for those brave enough to try. Bruce 

badly injures himself on his first two attempts. In 

his final attempt up and out of the pit, Bruce goes 

without the safety rope and makes it. Once out, he 

The Dark Knight. Warner Bros., 2008. DVD 
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sends down ropes so that others may come out. This is a great visual of Batman’s own evolution. 

Bruce’s fear began in the pit in fell into as a kid. It was this fear that cause his parents to leave 

the Opera house the night they died. Bruce spent his life attempting to break out of the fear; 

through his time on the streets, training with the league and finally his embrace of fear through 

his alter-ego Batman. Yet, it was not until he was willing to give up the identity of Batman that 

he was able to fully embrace a life free from the pit. He needed to be willing to truly sacrifice 

Batman not just for Gotham’s freedom from Bane but for Bruce’s own freedom from the past 

that haunted him. After Dent’s death, he fled Gotham in hopes that the Dent Act, which put 

many criminals in prison and other improvements to the police department, was enough to get 

the city out. It was not. The final film shows that it will take more from Batman to simply be an 

example; he had to inspire and empower each citizen to bring themselves out of corruption. By 

the final film, the bat symbol is able to do just that. 

Garrett writes in Holy Superheroes that superheroes show us that “we can change 

ourselves; we can become people of peace, love and compassion. We can do what is right instead 

of what is expedient. We can question the way things have always been done.”
81

 Bruce begins 

his mission to return Gotham to its citizens but, by the end of the three films, realizes that he 

must inspire the people to take back their own city. He might be able to climb out of the pit and 

throw down lifelines, but each citizen must climb out of the pit themselves. To end the cycle of 

corruption it was going to take the collective to work together. Batman might be an inspirational 

symbol but each person, working together, must be an agent of change. The problems of Gotham 

were too much for just one caped crusader, even one made into a legend, to take on alone. When 

Bruce returns from the pit in the final film, his return gives everyone the courage to take back 

their city. The audience sees citizens, including top officials, who had given up hope and locked 
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themselves in their homes, take up arms. Although it required Batman’s sacrifice to ultimately 

save the city, it also required those the citizens to pull together to locate the bomb.  

The actions that make Batman a savior in these films stem from his desire to inspire hope 

and restore a corrupt city back to its citizens. By the end of the third film, Batman realizes that in 

order to save a city, the people must want to be saved. The villain Bane sets up the city and its 

people to see what the years of corruption and lies had done to it through trials of those he deems 

most corrupt. Batman’s symbol returning to the city in The Dark Knight Rises did not bring fear 

to citizens but, this time around, inspired hope. Batman is something more, a savior to Gotham. 

This is confirmed when Batman successfully defeats each villain; when Batman continues to put 

himself in harm’s way in order to save his city; when Batman takes the blame Harvey Dent’s 

actions and becomes a villain; when Batman tells Catwoman that he is willing to give up 

everything, including his life, to restore Gotham; and, when Batman inspires hope in each of the 

citizens of Gotham, giving them the opportunity to help pull themselves out of the pit they had 

fallen into. 

THE THIRD QUESTION: SUSTAINING HOPE 

The final question to our films revolves around the thought of “so what?” So Batman 

saved his city throughout three films. We watch as he continues to save his city from each new 

threat, which leaves us with the feeling that new threats will continue to arise. Why then does it 

matter that our hero saves the day? What then has changed within these fictional worlds? 

Gotham has several transformations that occur throughout the trilogy that directly result from 

Batman’s actions, but the major theme is that of hope.  Batman brings hope back to a city that 

had lost hope in the darkness of sin and corruption.  When Batman confronts Joker in the 

construction site in The Dark Knight, Joker tells him that Batman inspired him as a villain. This 
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startles Batman, who wanted to bring justice not inspire chaos. The unintended consequences of 

Batman’s actions come to light as the three films offer a glimpse into the after effects of 

Batman’s saving work.  

In The Dark Knight, there is a scene with other men, dressed in hockey pants and bat 

costumes and inspired by Batman, trying to take on the criminals themselves. As they attempt to 

stop a meeting of criminals in a parking garage, the other batmen come face to face with the real 

Batman, who asks them what they are doing. One of the men dressed as a bat says, “We are 

trying to help.” The man then asks Batman, “What is the difference between you and me?” 

Batman replies, “I am not wearing hockey pants,” and leaves them tied up for the police to find. 

Later, when Bruce and Alfred are speaking, Bruce tells him, “This is not what I had in mind 

when I said I wanted to inspire people.” No matter how much it bothers Bruce that others are 

dressing as Batman in order to do something good within their city, he could not miss that, by his 

actions, Bruce had successfully created more than a masked cape crusader. Batman has become a 

source of inspiration for some citizens of Gotham city. As we saw above, in Pop Goes Religion, 

Mattingly points out that people are looking not just for heroes but for the answers to the 

meaning and purpose of life.
82

 Through the creation of a symbol that did not just represent one 

man, but an ideal, Batman is giving back to the people the power to be their own hero and find 

purpose in their lives. Batman learns that perhaps his symbol is creating changes that even he did 

not intend; perhaps not all heroes can control their stories. 

One of the interesting aspects to look at when exploring what has changed in the film’s 

world is the identity of the heroes themselves. Holy Superheroes points out that many writers 

believe “Batman’s success as a crime fighter has come at the expense of his success as a fully 
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rounded human being.”
83

 This is seen as the trilogy plays out and the control that Bruce has on 

his identity falters. Joker might not know that Batman is Bruce Wayne, but he knows that 

Batman is not Harvey Dent. The League of Shadows, and thus Bane and Tate, know who 

Batman really is. Catwoman figures it out as well. The playboy persona that Bruce tries to 

maintain is lost by the end of The Dark Knight and in the opening of The Dark Knight Rises 

Bruce is a recluse. As Papandrea puts it, “It’s obvious that one of the things that superheroes 

embody is the value of self-sacrifice for others. In devoting their lives to the protection of the 

innocent, all these heroes demonstrate that they are unselfish.”
84

 This unselfish behavior is seen 

not just when they put themselves in harm’s way to save the innocent, but in how their own 

personal life is sacrificed to the persona that drives them. For the superhero to thrive, their real 

identity suffers. As Batman becomes a true legend at the end of the trilogies both identities must 

die.   

Batman offers Gotham salvation from itself; as Rachel reminds us in Batman Begins 

Gotham got this way from many good people standing by and doing nothing. She also challenges 

Bruce at the beginning of the trilogy when she reminds him that he is defined by what he does. 

As Batman attempts to right the wrongs within the city and serve up justice, he begins by making 

some assumptions about the criminals he will face. Eventually, he learns through Joker that they 

do not play by the same rules. Perhaps Decard was right when, in Batman Begins, he tells Bruce 

that his compassion is his greatest weakness, something Bruce must grapple with when he is 

faced with a megalomaniac like Joker, who strikes fear in the one that strikes fear in others. 

Critics of Batman often claim that Batman just serves up punishment; yet as Garrett writes in 

Holy Superheroes, “This Batman may use the darkness and fear as his methods, but he 
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understands that justice is not—and cannot be—simply about personal revenge. It must be 

something more.”
85

  Bruce Wayne is more than just a guy who chooses to put on a costume and 

fight crime, he is a symbol. Kevin Harvey in All You Want to Know writes, “Batman was never 

about making friends either, only about saving the people of Gotham, no matter what they 

thought of him.”
86

 He also posits, “Maybe our fascination with superheroes is because we are 

being drawn to something innate in us. A longing for something more. Something perfect. 

Something supernatural.”
87

 That something more is when he empowers the citizens themselves 

to stand up against Bane in the final movie. Citizens leave their homes, armed with everyday 

items to do something, to take back their city.  

This hopeful empowerment is the lasting legacy of Batman, who, in the final scene, 

seems to sacrifice himself when he detonates the nuclear weapon with the Bat-plane. Yet, even 

this savior could not just leave his city unprotected, so Officer Blake takes up the tights and, as 

Robin, waits for the city to once again need saving. No matter how unlikely Bruce is as the hero 

figure, his determination, his compassion, his inheritance, and his loyalty to an ideal all shape 

him into the savior that Gotham needs: an everlasting symbol of hope, a symbol of restoration 

for the people, a symbol of the incorruptible, and a symbol of fear. In the end, Gotham may have 

lost Batman; but they gained hope as they pulled themselves out of the cycle of criminals.  
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THE FILM’S SPEAK: CONCLUSION  

Pop culture, as Kevin Harvey reminds us, often only gives us half the picture, and he 

challenges theology to do the work on the other half; he writes, “Pop culture is oftentimes quite 

successful at providing for us the half that recognizes our brokenness. The half that admits our 

need for love, for purpose. The half that tells us we need redemption. Someone or something to 

save us.”
88

 Our films have opened the dialogue, bringing up questions about humanity, what 

needs saving, and what type of savior is needed. These films show us a fictional world, based on 

our own, in which we can and do see ourselves and our history. Wonder Woman realizes that 

being a hero is about more than the superhuman strength or the amazing fighting skills she 

gained on her island. Aquaman offers unity, grants mercy, and defeats King Orm, when he saves 

the day. Batman empowers his city through hope to bring restore justice. They all come to learn 

that offering salvation is more than winning a battle or even a war, but finding ways to inspire, 

challenge, and lift up those around them.  

Papandrea reminds us that “in every story there are people: people who have desires 

similar to ours, go through struggles similar to ours, overcome obstacles similar to ours, and then 

either suffer consequences we hope we never have to experience or are rewarded with pleasures 

we hope someday to receive.”
89

 These films certainly offer us all of these with characters that are 

punished and characters that are rewarded. Perhaps that is why we love our superheroes stories 

because it is more than just a story about every day, they are stories in which saviors must rise up 

and offer a different way from total destruction. Each of our films offers a complicated worlds 

and complex dangers and yet each Superhero has to fight a villain, inspire a change and come to 

an understanding of their role in their story.  
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The superhero stories explored in this paper found that all our heroes share a few traits in 

common. The obvious trait that they share is their willingness to put themselves in harm’s way to 

come to the rescue of someone: Aquaman saved a little girl from a bell tower, Wonder Woman 

saved Steve Trevor’s life and Batman choose to take the fall for Two-Face. The dual nature of 

Wonder Woman and Aquaman help each of them rise up against their villains. While, Batman’s 

alter-ego Bruce gives this cape crusader the anonymity he needs to succeed.  Each of our 

superheroes leave lasting effects on their worlds and all learn about the unintended consequences 

they can and do cause. Aquaman will be haunted by Black Manta; Batman comes to learn that he 

must fully give up everything for Gotham; and Wonder Woman will lose Steve Trevor. Even 

with the personal expense that being a hero has taken, each of our heroes continues to fight to 

change their world. Aquaman’s world will never go back; the land-dwellers now know that they 

are not alone, Atlantis is now ruled with mercy and the world has a new hero. Wonder Woman 

ended the cycle of war not just through her defeat of Ares but by giving her companions, like 

Charlie, the chance to do good. Gotham City rises in hope in the final film and as Batman dies a 

hero; Robin takes over fighting crime. Batman was successful in fighting several villains and 

ushering in a new time for Gotham. All our Superhero’s worlds are better because of their 

actions and their stories. The church is left to tell the second half of the conversation. To discuss 

the issues that come up in films like these, and offer people space to have these conversations. 

To tell another story of a savior who also offers something to the people of the world.  
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CHAPTER 6: JESUS 

PART I: HOW DO WE SPELL SAVIOR? 

JESUS ANSWERS THE QUESTIONS 

A 2006 survey by George Barna showed that pastors believed 70% of their members 

placed their faith in God as a top priority in their life. However, church members responded at 

only 23%. Barna suggests that pastors look at how well their church system is running as 

evidence of how important faith in God is within the lives of their members.
90

 The PC(USA) 

conducts surveys in order to not only understand itself but to find the disparities in theology 

between leadership and members. In August of 2016, one such report on theological differences 

between members and leaders was published. The church leaders, of those surveyed, agree on 

the theological stance of salvation in the PC(USA), even those who strayed were still within the 

theological parameters of the larger church history. While the members, of those surveyed, 

actually have an opposing understanding of salvation from the church leadership. Of the 

leadership, 50% believe that God chooses who will be saved through Jesus Christ and 15% 

believe that people choose Jesus Christ as their savior. For the members surveyed, 46% believe 

that people choose Jesus Christ as their savior and only 20% believe that God chooses who will 

be saved through Jesus Christ.
91

  Further, when asked how those surveyed make everyday 

decisions as Christians, only 22% of the members polled suggested that they use the advice or 

example of their pastor. Even less, 11%, look to the creeds or the confession of the church; 

however, the majority (73%) look to Jesus’ teaching, life, and the example that he led. Pastors 

are missing something.  
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 Julia Duin, in Quitting Church, writes, “Right now, Christians all over the English-

speaking world are casting about, looking for a solution to the present malaise.”
92

 She adds, with 

hope, that one day people will stop quitting church and will seek it out, reminding us of the 

passage from Acts 2, “when Christians decide to share things in common, be willing to suffer 

together, and be a part of a supernatural church.”
93

 With this knowledge, church leaders must 

recognize that more relevant conversations of faith are needed to meet people where they are 

today. As many of our pop culture authors have suggested and as analyses of these films has 

hopefully shown, these conversations are happening in movie theaters and living rooms across 

America. Pop culture heroes may carry theological implications, but they are not the voice of the 

church. Let us explore how one denomination is teaching and preaching about Jesus as Savior. 

The Presbyterian Church (USA) has many theological voices and a rich history of 

thoughtful leadership. For the purposes of this paper, I will explore the ways in which the 

PC(USA) teaches about Jesus as Savior through resources offered to confirmands in curriculum, 

to adults through the What We Believe series, and to entire congregations through the most recent 

outreach program, the Matthew 25 Initiative.  

THE FIRST QUESTION 

Who or what then, in our world needs saving? The short answer is everyone. Jesus saved 

people from all walks of life during his time on earth more than two thousand years ago through 

miracles and healing and continues to this day to save any and all who put their faith in him. 

Jesus continues to be present today in the workings of the world through the Church. His death 

on the cross is not a onetime event that saved a few disciples but is a continuous act that offers 
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forgiveness and salvation today.
94

 The confirmation curriculum Animate reminds us that 

“salvation isn’t easily definable. It’s not something you can see, touch or feel. In fact, it’s even 

difficult to explain.”
95

 That should not, however, stop church leaders from talking, preaching and 

helping congregants come to a better understanding of what it means for them. 

When we say Jesus came for all, it does not mean that he came to shield us from an 

asteroid that may hit Earth, but that he offers salvation to all humanity. PC(USA) confirmation 

curriculum Big God, Big Questions teaches that Jesus came to save humanity from sin and 

defines sin as “a condition of the heart. Our sinful condition tells us that we can live our lives 

without reference to God. We do that when we don’t give God a second thought. Sin is the 

reason human beings turn from loving God and neighbor.”
96

 Later Big God, Big Questions adds, 

“Salvation is God’s loving and gracious act of forgiving our sin and restoring our relationship.”
97

   

What We Believe states that “even our best endeavors and highest aspirations are prone to 

sin and error. Forms of faith and life in the church are no exception.”
98

 Even though we are sinful 

people, who time and time again turn away from God to participate in the sin of the world, God 

still loves us. God desires a relationship with us, and so God sent his only son to be one of us and 

offer a new relationship with the God. Jesus came into a broken and sinful world to offer a 

different relationship with God. He came to save us from not only our own sins but the sins we 

participate in within the world. For example sin is not just when we steal from someone but 

when we continue to do nothing to break the systems of poverty within the society we live. This 

statement encourages congregations to see the many examples of sin within the systems of 

society and do something to begin changing them; to recognize the sins that we have all 
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participated in by turning a blind eye. In Luke 23:34, Jesus offers a plea to God for forgiveness, 

on behalf of those in the crowd gambling for his possessions. Out of his love for humanity, Jesus 

proclaims, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.” Jesus reminds his 

disciple Peter in Matthew 18:21-22 that one must forgive even more than seven times, that one 

should continually offer forgiveness to their brothers and sisters. This is forgiveness without an 

end.  

PC(USA) curriculum Big God, Big Questions, states that, “Presbyterians believe that God 

promises a solution to our brokenness in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”
99

 Out of 

God’s love for the world, Jesus came and conquered death; John 3:16 tells us “For God so loved 

the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 

have eternal life.” Jesus offers salvation then from the brokenness of this world through a new 

relationship with God. The Matthew 25 Initiative asks us to recognize the least of these and to 

empower each individual to be a part of the movement that brings God’s mercy, justice and love 

into the broken world. Jesus did not just save the world over two thousand years ago, the act of 

saving continues every moment and for every person. The answer to the first question is: Jesus 

saves us from our sins. The world of sin keeps humanity from a full relationship with God and 

Jesus came to restore that relationship.  

THE SECOND QUESTION 

What about Jesus and/or his actions make him a savior? To those whose lives were 

transformed when he walked the Earth giving sight to the blind, healing the sick, raising the 

dead, forgiving the sinful, and teaching about a new relationship with God, Jesus physically 

saved them through his miracles and deeds. Yet the story of Jesus does not begin with his 

ministry in his thirties and end with his death. Big God, Big Questions defines salvation for us: 
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“Salvation in general terms denotes deliverance from danger or even the healing of a disease. For 

Christians, salvation describes the act of grace accomplished for us through the birth, life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”
100

   It is not just the death or the resurrection of Jesus that make 

him our savior; it is through his whole life. It is the many acts that were witnessed while he 

walked this earth and those we witness today. It includes the birth of Jesus, born to a virgin and 

gifted from God, God’s only begotten son who is both of God and is God. Jesus is God with us. 

This hypostatic union of Jesus as both a man and God is essential to church doctrine as it speaks 

to his unique ability to save. Regarding Jesus’ divine nature Big God, Big Questions, states, 

“Jesus, who is God, understands what it means to be human. When we are upset, sick, afraid, 

guilty, lonely, or in despair, God understands all those feelings and stands with us when we 

struggle.”
101

 

As fully divine, salvation is not just from particular circumstances but allows Jesus to 

relate to all humanity and understand the complexities of sin. Jesus may have come at a 

particular place and time; however, Jesus came for all times and for all sins. What We Believe 

states, “Because Jesus is not God in a human being disguise, but is fully human as well as divine, 

we have confidence that God truly understands us and loves us.”
102

 Jesus was born of the Holy 

Spirit and grew up as a human, a child of Mary and Joseph. What We Believe adds, “Jesus was 

born of a woman—Mary—in a particular place—the Middle East—to a particular people—the 

Jews. He was born as a helpless infant, who hungered, cried, had to be changed and grew as all 

babies grow. As a grown man, Jesus knew all of the feelings humans know—joy, sadness, 
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discouragement, loneliness and longing.”
103

 After Jesus’ birth, the Bible has very little to say 

about Jesus other than that even as a youth he was well versed in scripture.  

Once Jesus’ ministry began, he taught his disciples through his actions as well as 

parables. For example, the Gospel of Luke has 24 parables or lessons that use allusions to teach a 

concept. Looking at how Jesus lived and the parables that he taught help us come to an 

understanding of how Jesus potentially understood salvation. Two passages that speak to Jesus’ 

understanding of this way and how he expects his disciples to follow him are Luke 10:25-37 and 

John 8:1-11.  In the parable of the Good Samaritan, in Luke 10: 25-37, Jesus teaches us that we 

should not only show kindness and compassion to the people like us, but to treat everyone this 

way, even those outside our social groups or those who have wronged us. In this way, Jesus is 

challenging the culture of the day, which would have been to behave just as the Priest and the 

Levite, failing to offer help simply because the man lying on the road was unclean, different, or 

foreign.  

In John 8:1-11, Jesus is sitting at the temple and is approached by men who demand that 

he condemn a woman that they accuse of adultery. The law states that her punishment should be 

death by stoning. Jesus extends mercy to this woman by suggesting that only those who are 

sinless themselves can cast the first stone. One by one all the men depart, and as Jesus and the 

woman stand alone, Jesus pardons her and commands her to sin no more. In both these passages 

the main characters are marginalized in Hebrew culture, and yet Jesus gives them both worth. 

The main characters were both offered second chances; one healed of his wounds and the second 

pardoned from her sin. 

Another point to the John 8:1-11 passage is that Jesus here stopped violence. Instead of 

allowing these men to bring death to this woman; Jesus spared her life. In another passage, 
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Mathew 5:38-48 Jesus talks about violence and tells his disciples in verse 39b “But if anyone 

strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also.” Again, Jesus offers a non-violence approach 

to be taken against a violent act and is directly teaching on the scripture which states, “an eye for 

an eye.” These passages show a savior that is teaching a different way from the justice of the 

past. Justice is not inflicting the same pain on those who did you wrong; justice here is 

acknowledging our part in the sins of the world and acting to stop the cycle of violence. Jesus 

offers a path out of the cycles of sin, anger, and hurt. Jesus challenges his followers to not get 

wrapped up in the sins of this world by perpetuating them but to step aside. 

In these examples, the savior did not come in with a cape and beat up an opponent, but 

the compassion, mercy and forgiveness that Jesus extended remind us that salvation does not 

have to come with a fight but can and does come when a new chance is offered. Jesus is not a 

savior simply because he stopped the woman from being stoned to death, but because she was 

offered more than just her life; Jesus offered forgiveness from her past sins and freedom to start a 

new life. At the end of the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus asks, “Which of these three, do 

you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” The parable was 

not about physically saving the beaten man but about encouraging his followers to practice 

mercy. Jesus is teaching his disciples not only how they should act but demonstrating how he, as 

a savior, acts with compassion and mercy.  

The Bible is full of passages in which Jesus offers salvation through physical healing or 

offering a fresh start. A good example of this is Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus in Luke 19: 1-

11, when Jesus states that salvation has come to his home. Zacchaeus seeks out Jesus and is 

offered freedom from his past sins and the opportunity to begin a new way of life. Jesus extends 

this offer of salvation today to those who seek to follow and call themselves disciples. Jesus, as 
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truly human and fully divine, was able to change humanity’s relationship with God. What We 

Believe states, “Jesus’ actual ministry on earth was short — approximately three years. Because 

his teachings challenged powerful religious and government leaders, he was executed as a 

dangerous and seditious criminal. He died, was buried, and was resurrected by God. For 

Christians, this resurrection is God’s most amazing miracle and proof that Jesus was indeed 

divine.”
104

 Jesus not only offered salvation to Zacchaeus but continues to offer salvation today. 

This is possible because of the dual nature of Jesus, both human and divine. It is this powerful 

characteristic of Jesus that changes humanity’s relationship with God. Through Jesus’ miracles, 

Jesus’ teachings, and the miracle that Jesus is God, Jesus is savior to the world today.   

THE THIRD QUESTION 

What, if anything, changes as a result of Jesus’ ministry and death? Should not the 

answer be Jesus died only once on the cross for our sins? Preaching and teaching the Biblical 

stories about Jesus’ life and the actions he took that proved he is a savior should not be hard. 

Preaching and teaching about the sinful world that we all live in, again, seems easy. However, 

speaking about what this salvation means in terms of change is more difficult. Superheroes 

certainly fall short of offering a singular moment of eternal salvation. Christianity might mirror 

these superhero narratives as humanity continues to sin, and are continually in need of a savior. 

Jesus’ story does not end at the cross or even on Easter morning when his disciples find that he 

has risen. The story of Jesus continues to be an ever-present and moving story. Jesus continues, 

and will continue, to offer salvation so long as humanity continues to fall short. What We Believe 

states that “Jesus is as alive today as he was on the first Easter morning and that he is present 

with us today, even though we cannot see him or physically touch him. We call Jesus ‘Lord’ 
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because he has saved us from the power of death and the power of sin and because, through his 

sacrifice, we are able to know the fullness of God’s love for us.”
105

  

Big God, Big Questions reminds us that, “Jesus Christ is not asking to be a part of your 

life. He is asking to be your life.” The curriculum continues “As Christ saves us from sin, Christ 

saves us for discipleship.”
106

 The change because of Jesus’ act can be personal. It is the change 

in our personal lives as we transform into disciples of Christ. It is not enough to go to church, to 

read the Bible, or to watch a film about Jesus. For Jesus to be your savior, it requires a response. 

The church and our personal discipleship create change that Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection 

started.  

Jesus assures us of a new Kingdom of God, both present and yet to come; yet even within 

that, the Church struggles to define what that means. What We Believe states, “If there is a 

Presbyterian narrative about life after death, this is it: when you die, your soul goes to be with 

God, where it enjoys God’s glory and waits for the final judgment. At the final judgment bodies 

are reunited with souls, and eternal rewards and punishments are handed out.”
107

 On Good 

Friday, we solemnly remember Jesus’ death on the cross and yet by Easter morning, we rejoice 

in Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus, who came to offer new relationship with God, now sits with God 

awaiting the time of full reconciliation with humanity. Jesus may not save us in the here and now 

by putting himself between us and an armed terrorist, but that does not stop Jesus from saving us 

from the sins of this life and helping us live lives of discipleship. We are free to live each day 

striving our best to live as Christ-like as possible, knowing that if we fall short, as we are prone 

to do, the salvific grace of Christ will keep us in right relationship with God and save us from 
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wrath. No longer is fear of failure something to worry about as we can instead focus our thoughts 

and energies on living lives that keep love for and joy of our creator as our focal point.  

The Matthew 25 Initiative calls us to bring God’s love, justice and mercy, even on our 

worst days to the world through the communities surrounding individual churches. The Matthew 

25 Initiative is an invitation for congregations to do more than just talk about Jesus’ ability to 

save. It is a call to action to bring Jesus’ saving word to the least around them. It calls 

congregations to recognize those in need of saving. This charge by the Church is to work beyond 

the systems that have for so long created inequality by striving to continue God’s mission. It asks 

churches to find the beaten up Samaritans and offer aid; it charges church members to stop 

throwing stones and recognize their own sins. It opens up conversations about the characteristics 

that made Jesus a savior and urges us to take them on as a Church.  

Animate points out that there are many different understandings of salvation but that we 

should focus on Jesus’ own understanding of the salvation that he offers. In John 15:13 Jesus 

prepares his disciples for his death by reminding them, “No one has greater love than this, to lay 

down one’s life for one’s friends.” Jesus was willing to lose his life for the sake of the good 

news. He willingly accepts, and even chooses, his fate of death on the cross. When Jesus 

described his saving work by quoting from Isaiah, he offered us five ways to ‘work out’ 

(Philippians 2:12b) our salvation in the here and now: good news to the poor, release to the 

captives, sight to the blind, freedom to the oppressed, the Jubilee year for everyone.
108

 This is 

aligned with the new Matthew 25 Initiative in the PC(USA) which “recognizes Christ’s urgent 

call to be the church of action, where God’s love, justice and mercy shine forth and are 
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contagious.”
109

 Why Jesus is important is not just because he did a few things but because He is 

willing to sacrifice his life for others and this defining moment gives way to his everlasting story. 

The ‘So, What?’ comes from the impact that each hero made on their community or the world; 

today, Jesus’ impact continues through the Church.   

PART II: WHEN CHRIST AND POP CULTURE CONVERGE 

COMPARING THE QUESTIONS 

Jesus offers salvation and the church continues to offer new initiatives to spread the 

gospel message to all. Yet with the rise of the Nones, the traditional stories of Jesus are 

becoming less familiar. The authors of Deep Focus speak to the power that the fictional world of 

pop culture has within society. They write, “Movies function as a primary source of power and 

meaning for people navigating the complexities of life in our contemporary world. Along with 

the church, the synagogue, the mosque, and the temple, movies often provide people stories 

through which they can understand the world in which we live.”
110

  We discussed earlier how 

those who were at ground zero on September 11, 2001, used films like Armageddon and Die 

Hard for a frame of reference for the horrors they witnessed. In fact, stories from films may have 

become the dominant stories of humanity, but these stories are often influenced by Christian 

beliefs. Kevin Harvey argues, “Clearly, culture still finds the Bible extremely relevant, even if 

some don’t even recognize how God’s Word has helped shaped their art.”
111

 Indirectly, and at 

times directly, pop culture speaks to theology, and the church must engage in the conversation 

when it does. 

                                                
109

 Presbyterian Mission Agency, ed Matthew 25. 2018 Presbyterian Church (USA) General Assembly, 2019 

Presbyterian Mission, accessed 9/30/2019 
110

 Johnston, Detweiler and Callaway,  Deep Focus, 9 
111

 Harvey, All You Want to Know, Kindle edition, 116 



 

80 
 

I am not arguing that the unchurched have learned about Jesus, or what it means to be 

Christian, from any of these films, but rather that, through these films, conversations about 

theological topics like salvation can begin. Taken together, pop culture and Christianity might 

find a common language from which to speak about the gospel. Mattingly, in Pop Goes Religion, 

suggests that religious leaders do exegetical work on pop culture as well as on scripture in order 

to truly communicate theological themes effectively.
112

 The film industry is not going away, but 

church doors are closing. Mattingly is right; it is time that religious leaders explore what pop 

culture can add to conversations about meaning in today’s world. As Kevin Harvey reminds us 

“God, the sovereign Creator, will always find a way to reach his creation. And he’s not afraid to 

use pop culture to do so.”
113

  

THE FIRST QUESTION COMPARED 

What about the fictional worlds that need saving speaks to our world? As the films take 

shape, we notice that all the fictional worlds share commonalities with our own world.  

The Dark Knight Trilogy takes place in a city much like many of the larger cities in America. 

Aquaman takes place in present day and on an Earth that is modeled after our own. Wonder 

Woman takes place during WWI, a setting rooted in history. Each film presents the sins of its 

world to audiences as commentary on the issues of today. The Dark Knight Trilogy highlights 

justice, violence, and systemic corruption. Aquaman’s sea rejects the trash of humans. Wonder 

Woman shows us what war does to people and how it can corrupt people’s hearts. The sins of 

humanity within these films are the sins that we all face today. They may be on a bigger screen, 

but they are not necessarily exaggerated.                
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The fictional worlds that are in need of saving align with their superheroes. The church 

reminds us that Jesus came to save in all times and places; yet, for our heroes, the worlds that 

they save seem more limited to their specialties. Each hero learned a lot about the presumptions 

that they made about their worlds.  Aquaman has two worlds to which he belongs as half human 

and half Atlantean. He must save the planet from a war between the two worlds when the power 

hungry King of Atlantis declares war on the water-polluting land dwellers. Arthur must stop the 

war and in doing so break the cycle of power-driven leaders that bring destruction. Batman’s 

world is a city full of crime and corruption; which deeply affects him when his parents are killed 

before him on the streets of Gotham. Bruce chooses to put on the bat suit. He wishes to bring 

hope to a city that has lost all hope. Gotham is so full of corruption that police officers and city 

officials are just as corrupt as the mob bosses that attempt to run the cities criminals. Gotham 

however has other threats, including the League of Shadows, which believes that Gotham must 

be destroyed. Batman’s complicated city is in need of being pulled up from the pit of crime. 

Wonder Woman enters the world of humanity at the end of WWI; years of war have already torn 

through homes and hearts. She leaves her island believing she only needs to stop Ares, the god of 

war, and the war will end. She learns that saving humanity from the god of war and evil is much 

more complicated.  

Each hero is addressing a problem for their world and may not be able to solve the 

problems of other worlds. Yet, they each use their skills get to at the root of the problems within 

their worlds. The world that Jesus offers salvation from is reflected in each of the films worlds. 

Each film is created to represent different understandings and aspects of our own world. 

Aquaman starts off with the words “present day.” These worlds are meant to parallel our own 
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and in doing so open up conversations about our own world. In Romans 1:29-32 Paul writes of 

the Romans “They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. 

They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, 

insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they 

have no understanding, no fidelity, no love, no mercy” This passage could reflect any one of the 

worlds our heroes dwell.  

Like that of our own world, the complexity of human sinfulness and the culture that is 

need of saving is not simple or straight forward. Jesus is called many titles, for we have come to 

realize that a savior needs to be multifaceted. Jesus is not only offering salvation in his own 

cultural context of which he walked this Earth as a man; but from the sinful nature of humanity 

that continues to persist today. Aquaman opens up a conversation about mercy and humanity’s 

responsibility to the earth. Batman starts a conversation about systematic corruption within the 

justice system. Wonder Woman offers a chance to look at what drives the evil and sins of this 

world. Together they offer the church a chance to continue the conversation. The fictional worlds 

of our heroes shed light on the problems within our world today; but none of these films offers a 

complete view of salvation. 

THE SECOND QUESTION  

What similarities do we see between these superheroes and Jesus? What are the 

differences? It is not simply that there are people in danger, or innocent victims of corruption, or 

a war that will end all wars that make our superheroes a savior. The problems they face or the 
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injustices they stand up against will always be there, and more will come. What makes them a 

savior then is not the powers or strength they have, nor the particular situations in which they 

find themselves, but is instead what they do and how they act in these situations. Some have 

super human strength and remarkable talents like Wonder Woman and Aquaman. Others, like 

Bruce Wayne, have great intellect and vast resources. These are the heroes we all aspire to be. As 

we watch these films, we are impressed with how the superheroes handle themselves. Diana 

chooses to leave her island in order to be a hero. Bruce Wayne chooses to confront the League of 

Shadows and to become Batman. Aquaman tells the Karath that he is not worthy, and yet he is 

willing to fight for what he loves. These are the moments in which our superheroes become 

something more and offer salvation to their fictional worlds. The PC(USA) 1991 Brief Statement 

of Faith points out that it is all of Jesus that makes him our savior:  

We trust in Jesus Christ, fully human, fully God. . . . 

Jesus proclaimed the reign of God: 

preaching good news to the poor and release to the captives, 

teaching by word and deed and blessing the children, 

healing the sick 

and binding up the brokenhearted, 

eating with outcasts, 

forgiving sinners, 

and calling all to repent and believe the gospel. 

Unjustly condemned for blasphemy and sedition, 

Jesus was crucified, 

suffering the depths of human pain 

and giving his life for the sins of the world. 

God raised this Jesus from the dead, 

vindicating his sinless life, 

breaking the power of sin and evil, 

delivering us from death to life eternal. 

 

The pervious chapters on the heroes reveal a similar understanding; what makes these heroes 

saviors is more than one moment. It is all the moments om which our heroes make choices that 

put others before themselves.  
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 Animate points out that “the Hebrew and Greek words that are translated into English as 

‘salvation’ often mean rescue from some kind of peril.”
114

 It is important to note in this that Jesus 

does rescue his disciples from death, maybe not physically but certainly spiritually. The heroes in 

our films spare lives when possible and rescue many people from the immediate danger of death. 

Aquaman saves a little girl from the collapse of a bell tower. Wonder Woman saves Steve Trevor 

from bullets in an alleyway. Batman stops several purse snatchers. Each offers larger moments of 

rescue: Aquaman stops the war between the worlds; Wonder Woman defeats Ares; and Batman 

gives up his life so Gotham can have hope. Jesus offers rescue through life everlasting and 

release from sin. As We Believe reminds us: “In the risen Christ, God provides the possibility of 

new life, a fresh start — a new creation. Because Christ was raised from the dead we have been 

delivered from the terrible power of our own sinfulness to make an end of us.”
115

  

Pop culture has offered us many saviors from which to choose. Will the church find new 

ways to contribute to this conversation? Jesus may not look like a traditional superhero in a cape 

but through a relationship with the Divine, Jesus offers salvation. Jesus offered several signs that 

he could save people; through miracles of healing the sick, giving sight to the blind and 

resurrecting the dead, he proved who he was. However, Jesus does all these things without 

throwing a punch. This is where our films heroes and Jesus diverge. The worst act of violence 

Jesus takes is turning over the money tables in the temple. Although our DC heroes attempt to 

live into the code to not take unnecessary life, many people in these films are killed.  Jesus stood 

up to the religious leaders of the day but did not practice physical violence. Jesus may have had 

verbal bouts with authority figures; however, any violence was inflicted on him without 

retaliation. In Matthew 26:52, when Jesus is being arrested, he reprimands one of the disciples 
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with him who drew a sword, scolding the disciple for choosing violence. Big God, Big Questions 

states, “We believe that the church is called to be a sign of the kingdom of God in the world: a 

place where there is no poverty, no inequality, no exploitation, and no violence. In our acts of 

Christian love, we show God’s intention for our world.”
116

 Jesus and our heroes may have many 

attributes in common, but we must be careful to notice where they are different.  

There are, however, a few moments of peace within the violence of these films. The 

powerful moment in Wonder Woman when Diana walks into “no man’s land” with her shield, 

kneels behind it, and absorbs enemy gunfire allows the allies to finally break through and save 

the town of Veld. This trench warfare over this piece of land had been going on for a long time 

when Diana and her companions arrived. Yet it was seemingly impossible for either side to break 

through. As the name suggested, no man could safely escape these trenches without death. Yet, 

in this moment, not only was it a woman leaping out on to the battle field, but, for a moment, it 

was a woman who took all the fire without retaliating. A few minutes later, she will be taking 

life, as she bursts through buildings taking back the town, but, in this moment, she reveals the 

saving power of nonviolence.  

The other three moments when peace overtakes violence in our films all involve the 

superheroes refusing to take a life. Diana refuses to kill Dr. Poison in her confrontation with 

Ares; Aquaman refuses to take the life of his brother in the final battle; and Batman refuses to 

take the life of a thief at the end of his training with the league. These small moments can remind 

viewers that, even though much of the films portray violence and death, human life still matters. 

Jesus offers another way over violence by giving worth to all people, even those who have 

committed great sins. These moments in these films opens up conversations about the struggle 

between violence and non-violence. These conversations within the church can expand to discuss 
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the Church’s role within society as the now example of Jesus. The church can draw on the 

examples of movements sparked by Jesus’ non-violence example which have offered change in 

our society without war: the civil rights movement in the US in the 60s and Nelson Mandela and 

Desmond Tutu push against Apartheid in South Africa. 

Duality seems to be a trait that our heroes share with Jesus. Aquaman is half human and 

half Atlantean and Wonder Woman is half Amazon and half god. Batman is a bit more complex 

but his dual personality as Bruce Wayne and Batman continue to play a role in his abilities to act 

like a superhero. Batman could not have instilled the fear and encouraged the hope had everyone 

known his name. It was important for Bruce to continue to live a life that drew attention away 

from the possibility of him being Batman. Batman also required the resources that were afford to 

him through Wayne Enterprise. The more classic dual nature is seen in Aquaman and Wonder 

Woman who because of their make-up are superhumans. As explored above it is imperative that 

Jesus was both fully human and fully divine. It is important that Aquaman is of both worlds for 

he has stake in stopping the war. Batman cares for his city because it is the home of Bruce and 

Bruce’s family had a long history of caring for Gotham. Wonder Woman is not a part of the 

world of humans and it is her empathy and compassion that allow her to see humanity differently 

then Ares. As one of us, Jesus is able to fully understand us. As divine, Jesus is able to offer 

salvation. Humans seem to, even in our myths, realize that salvation is too much for a mere 

human.   

A superhero’s willingness to place a bigger ideal above their own identity is an important 

aspect of the genre, helping to create the savior figure. As Papandrea writes, “It’s obvious that 

one of the things that superheroes embody is the value of self-sacrifice for others. In devoting 

their lives to the protection of the innocent, all these heroes demonstrate that they are 
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unselfish.”
117

 This unselfish behavior is seen not just when they put themselves in harm’s way to 

save the innocent, but in how their own personal life is affected. Bruce Wayne gives up his 

identity for Batman, gives up the identity of Batman for his city, and ultimately gives up both of 

his identities in the final saving act of the series. Wonder Woman’s compassion for the children 

and women that she sees compels her to take action into her own hands and fight for the town of 

Veld. It is also Diana alone who will be able to kill Ares and stop the manipulation of humanity 

by the god of war. Diana loses her love, Steve, and her ability to return home. Aquaman puts 

himself between the armies of Atlantis and the land-dwellers. Once Aquaman assumes the title 

of Ocean Master, he will no longer be able to return to his previous life. These moments in the 

film are all echoes of Jesus’ self-sacrifice on the cross for the sins of the world.  

James Papandrea points out that “evil is just too big a problem for human solutions. We 

need more than a great human, more than a good example to follow; we need someone who has 

superhuman power and is (theoretically) immune to temptation. And so the superheroes come to 

be the saviors of (mere) humanity.”
118

 Diana proves her immunity to temptation, when, in her 

final battle with Ares, she rejects his request to join him, and rebuild the earth, with them 

reigning over it. Jesus proves ability to resist temptation in Matthew 4:1-11 when he goes out 

into the wilderness for 40 days and 40 nights and is tempted by the devil. At one point, Jesus’ 

temptation is similar to that of Diana’s when he is offered the opportunity to rule the lands as far 

as he could see. In Aquaman’s own dramatic moment, the Karath begins ridiculing him, saying 

that Arthur is an “unworthy, half breed.” Arthur could have responded by fighting the Karath. 

Instead, he acknowledges his unworthiness. Arthur went down into the trench to do what it took 
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to stop the destruction of his two worlds; he did not go down seeking power. It was this 

characteristic that made him worthy of the trident.  

The temptation that Batman faces is a bit more complex. In The Dark Knight Rises, 

Catwoman tempts him to abandon Gotham and leave with her. Instead, Batman convinced 

Catwoman to stay and help fight for his cause. While in the pit in The Dark Knight Rises, Bruce 

could have given into despair. In The Dark Knight, Batman could have let Joker win and offered 

Two-Face to his city. After the lethal mind games that Joker played on everyone in The Dark 

Knight, Batman could have killed Joker. In Batman Begins, there seems to be a moment of 

temptation for Bruce to have a normal life and perhaps marry Rachel. Bruce was more than 

tempted to kill his parents’ murderer, yet someone else fired first. Throughout the trilogy, Bruce 

is balancing both his identities and, in doing so, confronts moments in which he could make 

other choices; however, he always seems to put Gotham before himself.  

As explored in each previously, the actions of each hero shape their story and show how 

they offer salvation to their fictional world. Their actions and the answers to these questions 

create dialogue that religious leaders can use to continue discussions about the story of Jesus and 

the salvation offered in Christianity. As pop culture stories emerge as the dominate stories of our 

culture, it is important for the Christian witness to persevere. Jesus’ actions and identity should 

not be equated to that of our superheroes, but he cannot be regarded so highly that the heroes are 

not seen as worthy resources for theological reflection. Christians often dismiss pop culture, 

instead of realizing the value resource it can be. Pop culture is a starting point for conversations 

on faith. Jesus may not have all the superhuman abilities like Aquaman or Wonder Woman, but 

he does walk on water. Jesus may not have had all the gadgets that Batman does, but Jesus does 

restore sight to the blind, heal the sick, feed the hungry by the thousands, and offer mercy to the 
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to those that may not deserve it. The Matthew 25 Initiative states, “The church is no longer at the 

center of American culture. Some say the church is no longer relevant at all. As much as this new 

reality is alarming, it is also an opportunity for our congregations, worshiping communities and 

mid councils to wake up and seize the moment.”
119

 The religious leaders of today may not have 

super powers and gadgets; they may not be able to heal the sick and restore sight to the blind, but 

they can continue this conversation. They can preach and teach that Jesus is a Savior for all. 

THE THIRD QUESTION  

How do the changes in these fictional worlds and our world compare as a result of the 

savior’s actions in them? Each hero in their own way saved their worlds. The changes may not 

have been everlasting, but the stories that they offer the audience bring us new understandings of 

not just our culture but of what we need salvation from. These films’ depiction of their heroes 

can start conversations about salvation. Our superheroes have offered us examples of how we 

can rise up, stand together, and aspire to be more. None of our heroes are perfect, but that is why 

we love them. The heroes’ job is never done: there will always be another villain or more 

destruction. Perhaps that is the point. Jesus’ death on the cross over two thousand years ago did 

not stop the sins of humanity or the evil in the world. Accepting Jesus as Lord and Savior does 

not mean that a person will sin no more. Humans are sinful. Jesus still offers us salvation despite 

this cycle.  

Each of our heroes created something that was bigger themselves. Batman gets angry 

when others are dressing up like him and fighting crime. He no longer had control of the hope 

that the bat symbol gave. In the end, when the bridge is lit up with the bat symbol, hope spread to 

all the citizens invoking them to come out of hiding and stand up to Bane. Bruce no long 
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controlled the Batman story or what the symbol meant. Bruce had succeeded in creating a 

legend. When the media did not know what to call Arthur, they named him Aquaman. Arthur did 

not name himself. The land dwellers may never know that he rode the Karath, but, by the end of 

the film, the rumors of who he was and what he was capable of flash on the news screens. Jesus’ 

teaches his disciples, but he also charges them to go and spread the news. It is through the 

spreading of eye witness testimonies that Christianity was formed. Today, testimonies are an 

important part of bringing in new members. Jesus has become a legend that is still needed today. 

Kevin Harvey reminds us that “Though the world’s need for everlasting hope was fulfilled two 

thousand years ago when Jesus came to earth, it has by no means been realized by all. We 

oftentimes find ourselves fighting our need for hope.”
120

 The church needs to continue to spread 

the message of Jesus. 

None of the superheroes’ saving moments seem to last long; yet, at the same time, by the 

end of each film or series, we realize that nothing is the same. Aquaman is now Ocean Master, 

and with this new knowledge, begins his next chapter. Wonder Woman realizes that the world is 

not as simple as her upbringing suggested but that it is worth fighting for. Batman shows Gotham 

that he is willing to give up everything in order to save his city. At the end of the trilogy, Batman 

believes that Gotham can exist without him and that its citizens are able to find their own hope. 

These films can be used to spark conversations that rethink the world in which we live, so that 

we can find the strength to be better, and so we can struggle with real life, finding solace and 
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hope in these fictional worlds. Jesus’ death on the cross was not the end of his story as it became 

the beginning of the Church’s story. Jesus offered a new moral code; Jesus was a victor over 

death; Jesus brought hope into darkness; and Jesus showed us God’s love. Today, churches are 

called to follow paths rooted in mercy, love, and justice and to fight poverty, oppression, 

imprisonment, and hunger. Church attendance is in decline, the Nones are increasing, and the 

Matthew 25 Initiative encourages churches and church members to take action to create space for 

community and conversations that the culture is longing to have. The result for the superheroes’ 

worlds may have been temporary relief from the harm they faced; but the result from Jesus’ 

death is more profound: the Church.  

Superheroes and their stories show how everyone is in need of saving. Usually, there is 

some world-ending, or at the very least city-ending, disaster coming. Superheroes, reluctantly or 

because of duty, swoop in to save the day, and at least for the moment, there is peace. At the end 

of Aquaman, in the celebration of Aquaman as the new Ocean Master, there is a sense that he 

will be as great as King Atlan, the ancient king of Atalantian legend. Peace is felt not only at the 

end of Wonder Woman when the war is over but also in Diana finding a way to live and work 

within the world. The assurance that Batman has done his job can be felt throughout The Dark 

Knight Trilogy but especially in the last film when Batman retires, leaving his cave to Robin. The 

peace that comes arrives through the real and present struggle and success of the superhero to 

save the day. If it were not for all the innocent people that are in need of saving, these films 

would just be a bunch of people in costume battling each other. It is what that fight is for that 

counts and makes them saviors, it is the principals and the people that stand behind every punch 

and kick that turn these films into the high-grossing icons that they are.  
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Jesus’ story does not have an ending either. The Bible does not end at Jesus’ death on the 

cross or when Jesus ascends to heaven.  The Divine is active in our world and in our lives today. 

Jesus offers continual forgiveness to humanity as we live and sin in our world. Jesus did not 

come to save at one point in time in his dying on the cross but to offer salvation in every moment 

that we stray from our relationship with God. Jesus shares this with our heroes; as the heroes 

remind us that salvation is not and never has been about one moment but is rather the many 

moments as well as their examples that raise them up as heroes. Perhaps superhero films can 

inspire more than just the culture and show churches how ordinary people can do extraordinary 

things when they are called to. Philippians 4:13 states, “I can do all things through Christ who 

strengthens me.” Our faith should and can inspire the everyday ordinary members of churches to 

realize that the extraordinary can and does occur in our lives and within the Church. The 

response to the PC(USA)’s call to action should be to understand that we are all capable of 

offering God’s saving love, mercy, and justice to everyone. Jesus’ death on the cross did not end 

the story but transformed God’s work into the Church. The world is yearning for something 

more, something better, and something with answers. The church can offer a response: Jesus, our 

Savior. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS 

 The purpose of this paper was not to simply find the Christian theme of salvation within 

the films and compare that to Jesus. The argument was not how these superheroes offer a Christ-

like example in their relative worlds. This paper was written to illustrate that pop culture is 

speaking to Christian themes and offering their own answers to the questions that confront 

humanity. As the Nones rise, the voice of the church is no longer the dominant voice in people’s 

lives. Yet the questions of humanity remain; what is the good life, why are we here, what is 

salvation?  This paper is a narrow approach, asking how these three superheroes and their films 

speak to the understating of salvation and the need for a savior.  

The analysis of Jesus through the church curriculum, shows that they agree on a few 

important principles about salvation. The first is the sinfulness of the world needs saving. Jesus 

shows that he is our savior because he is dual nature, he performs miracles and he dies for our 

sins. Within the church it is not just one act but all the Jesus’ life in ministry that make him a 

savior. The lasting effects of Jesus actions in our world is the church. The church is now called to 

continue to do Jesus work in the world.  The narrative analysis of the films found that although 

there are similarities between the film characters like duality and self-sacrifice nature, all three 

super heroes have a unique approach to offering their worlds salvation. 

Aquaman had to save the land-dwellers, the Atlaneans and himself. He fought Black 

Manta and King Orm. But it was his dual nature, willingness to put himself in harm’s way and 

his ability to extend mercy that gave way to him stopping King Orm and saving his worlds from 

destruction. The scene that defines this film is when Arthur is in the trench world with the 

Karath. Here this mythical sea creature is guarding the trident of King Atlan. He goes in to 

retrieve this trident with the words from his mother telling him he is not a king but a hero 
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because he is not fighting for one kingdom but for all people. During these moments, the Karath 

tries to break him down. Arthur is able to speak to the Karath and acknowledges his 

unworthiness. The power-hungry kings of the past brought destruction to Atlantis. We get the 

real impression in this moment that Arthur’s humbleness is paving way for a new Ocean Master, 

one that is not power hungry. When he finally defeats his brother, he does not kill him but spares 

his life.  

Wonder Woman left her island after WWI was brought to the Amazons. She fought Ares, 

the evils of war and ultimately broke the cycle of war. Wonder Woman’s empathy, dual-nature 

and willingness to put herself in harm’s way make her a hero. The defining moment for Diana is 

when she and Ares are fighting on the airstrip and he teleports her to the future, without the 

current humans, where they could create new life. He tells her that humanity is bad and that they 

need to start anew. This is tempting for Diana has seen the horrors of war and all the bad that 

Ares is speaking too. Yet her empathy, compassion and love allowed her to also see humanity 

differently and she says to Ares “They are all you say they are; but they are also so much more.” 

It was all the moments of good that she witnessed. It was the complexity of humans that she 

came to know. And so Diana was not tempted and defeated Ares.  

Batman’s world is complicated web of corruption and villains that have left Gotham City 

hopeless. Bruce has to give up his identity to the play-boy image, in order to keep Batman’s 

identity secret. Batman must give up his own identity at the end of the second and third films, in 

order to achieve legend. At the end of the Dark Knight Batman takes the blame for Two-Face 

death and as a villain and yet when we open with The Dark Knight Rises we see the 

consequences of that and how on the surface allowing Harvey Dent to be the “white knight” of 

Gotham created clean streets that until the individuals were empowered it wasn’t going to truly 
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alleviate the problems. In fact it paved the way for Bane who planned on taking out all of 

Gotham with a bomb. In the final film, Batman inspired the citizens to take action against Bane. 

They were the ones who empowered Batman to find the bomb and save the city. Bruce allowed 

Batman to die with the explosion of the bomb, sealing the chapter on Batman once hope was 

truly restored.  

By the end of the films, the fictional worlds are changed. Yes another threat might be 

around the corner, but Gotham’s citizens inspired by Batman were able to rise up against Bane. 

Wonder Woman broke the cycle of war and Earth gained a new hero. Land-dwellers, in 

Aquaman’s world, now know they are not alone. These films are not suggesting the final 

narrative on salvation. But they are opening opportunities for conversation and one in which 

Church leaders should participate. Superhero films are popular right now, people are wearing 

their favorite hero on all sorts of apparel. Now is a great time for Church to become more active 

in the conversation, to rise up and to teach about a Jesus as savior.  Pop culture frequently 

explores answers to the questions that people historically found answers to in the church. 

Mattingly reports that “the typical modern American is much more likely to be exposed to a new 

religious insight or doctrine at the mall or the movie multiplex than in a traditional sanctuary.
121

 

Further, in The Altars Where We Worship, Floyd-Thomas, Floyd-Thomas and Toulouse write, 

“Today’s average person sees more mediated and manufactured images in one day than a person 

one hundred years ago saw in an entire lifetime.”
122

 The current church cannot compete with the 

influence of pop culture. Perhaps it does not have to compete if it can begin to use it to find its 

voice and add to pop culture conversations in the world today. Pop culture acknowledges our 

need for heroes, and yet, as Kevin Harvey posits, they are only telling half the story. This paper, 
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hopefully, begins to show church leaders what the second half of this conversation might look 

like.  

Daily, Americans are consuming media through pop culture. Weekly, fewer and fewer 

people are attending church services. Yet, moment by moment, people are seeking meaning. 

Denominations are searching for new ways to reach out and serve others, creating new 

campaigns and catchy tag lines to teach the same story that has been true since Jesus walked the 

earth, salvation can be found in a relationship with him. The Superhero narratives in this paper, 

and many more within pop culture, have begun the conversation and offered an understanding in 

which we all acknowledge the need for a savior. Can the church embrace pop culture for the rich 

resources it is in regard to its commentary on the world today and use it to further explore more 

than just the human need for a savior but humanity’s longing for God? Phyllis Tickle reminds us 

in The Great Emergence that the church structure and system must change. She argues that the 

church and even the broader culture have been wrapped up in structures and systems that have 

not changed much; yet they must in order for things to get better.
123

  Duin, Jones, and Tickle all 

paint a picture of the church on the verge of change; all acknowledging that the decline is not a 

time for churches to do nothing but is the time for churches to envision what they can be. People 

are searching, seeking, and yearning for something more. Just because the church attendance is 

declining does not mean that the numbers of those who believe in God are going down. People 

still believe, and they are turning to pop culture for stories to shape those beliefs. The stories of 

our pop culture are fast becoming our collective stories as opposed to the faith-filled stories of 

the Bible.  

                                                
123

 Tickle, Phyllis. The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 

2008. Location 1709 
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 Each of our film heroes offers an understanding of salvation and what it means, not only 

to be saved, but to be called a savior. As the superheroes and their stories gain popularity, we 

realize that although they parallel some of the same understandings of how Jesus is a savior, they 

still fall short of offering the fullness of salvation that Jesus does. Jesus can and does embody all 

types of saviors for he is a savior to all. Analyzing superhero films shows that these heroes can 

and do speak to different aspects of Jesus as Savior. Aquaman is about turning cultural 

understandings upside down, while at the same time exploring what it means to be worthy of 

power. If Aquaman had walked into the Karath’s lair with the same attitude that he had when he 

fought Jesse in the submarine, the Karath would have quickly destroyed him. As Aquaman 

comes to see how power corrupts, and understands his own anger through his developing 

relationship with Mira, he comes to realize that he is not truly worthy of King Atlan’s trident, but 

that does not mean that it is not worth fighting for. Aquaman knows that he is doing more than 

fighting for the power to rule a kingdom, but instead he is fighting for all of Earth. This makes 

him the hero that he needs to be and the savior that Earth needs in these moments.  

 Jesus also brought a new moral code to the relationship between the Hebrews and God. 

He changed the social norms of the day by offering a new understanding of the laws he was 

seemingly breaking. He ate with sinners and outcasts, those seen as unclean; he worked miracles 

and allowed his disciples to pick food on the Sabbath. He turned the money changers’ tables over 

in the temple. He showed mercy to those who broke the law and spared lives. The Matthew 25 

Initiative calls on churches to go out and bring mercy into a world that is suffering. The church is 

being called to show God’s love, justice and mercy in order to continue Jesus’ work in the world.  

 Pop culture is not creating content in a void. The authors, directors, and those within the 

media industry are using the culture around them as they create content for viewers. This is a 
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delicate balance of culture and media influencing each other; theology is very much part of this 

conversation, even if in an unspoken manner. For example, Aquaman brings up the real problems 

facing the world today through climate change, as well as, challenging humanity on their human-

centric world view. The film reminds us that mercy is still the way and the answer. Aquaman 

serves as a bridge to unity and reminds us that salvation is seen through mercy not power and 

destruction. Aquaman’s world hopefully changed after he became Ocean Master and becomes 

the Ambassador of the sea kingdoms to the land-dwellers. It inspires conversations that could 

take place in churches over what it means to be imperfect. Aquaman did not seem like the perfect 

choice for King Atlan’s inheritor and yet it was what made him imperfect that allowed him to 

take the trident that so many others had failed at retrieving. Aquaman is not the perfect savior 

that Jesus is, but he reminds us of the savior we can all inspire to be. Christians are called, 

despite our imperfections, to strive to bring Jesus to those we meet; to offer mercy to the 

oppressed and question the powers of the day. Aquaman offers us an example in our modern 

culture of someone who does just that. Aquaman can be used to start a conversation on what 

needs to be saved, who can save, and what it means to be saved with the Nones who know very 

little about Jesus.  

 As our heroes begin the conversations, church leaders need to continue them. Wonder 

Woman allows for a conversation about how God’s love works in salvation. The Matthew 25 

Initiative calls the church to spread love and to offer the world a relationship with God through 

this love. Yet, understanding a God who so loved the world that God’s only son was offered to 

save it is a very big concept. In fact, this is so hard to grasp that even the Animate confirmation 

curriculum states that fact. As Diana leaves her island, her mother tells her that the world does 

not deserve her; yet she goes anyway, trusting this is her duty. Once she comes to know humans 
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and sees the deceit that lives in their hearts, she could have turned to Ares’ side and started the 

world anew with him. It is her love for a human and the potential that she sees within humanity’s 

capacity to love that gives her the strength to defeat Ares. As we learned in the lessons of 

Diana’s childhood, Zeus made her, the god-killer, and the Amazons out of his own love for 

humanity.  Standing over Dr. Poison ready to condemn her for her role in the war, Wonder 

Woman pauses and in that moment comes to feel love for humanity. It is Diana’s ability to share 

in the love of humanity that makes her a savior. She does not simply save humanity from the 

Ares but out of her love is able to save them from themselves.   

 Wonder Woman is a great starter for a conversation about God’s love. Diana believes she 

will bring victory by stopping Ares and thus the war, when she leaves her island and heads to the 

front. Jesus offers salvation through victory over death and is seen as a victor. Wonder Woman 

does, however, remind us that humanity is capable of great love. Her empathy and love break 

down barriers and heals; a powerful act of love can open the eyes of those effected and soften the 

hearts of even the hardest people. Wonder Woman may not have changed her world enough to 

stop WWII, but she can and does offer the audience the chance to walk away and be better. She 

offers the chance for the church to bring more to the conversation about how God’s love works 

within this world. God came to save us all, God offers love to the whole of creation, and God 

offers salvation to even those, who like Dr. Poison, participated in great sin. It is easy to take 

sides in Wonder Woman; it is easy to make judgements on who deserves death. Yet Wonder 

Woman and Steve Trevor offer a different way, a way that shows offering love to all can and 

does change hearts, offering love to all opens a conversation about how God’s love works within 

this world and through the church.  
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 The Matthew 25 initiative calls us not just to offer mercy and love to the world but to 

show justice to the “least of these.” Gotham is full of injustice and not just within its system of 

government. The citizens of Gotham are living within such a corrupt city that criminals are 

getting away with crimes that keep people oppressed and in fear. As the citizens of Gotham fall 

further into the clutches of corruption, they are in need of a savior to pull them out. Bruce Wayne 

comes to the rescue through Batman by taking the law into his own hands and serving up the 

criminals of Gotham to the police. Batman can start conversations around what it means to be a 

savior as he is the Dark Knight. He plays on criminals’ fears in order to bring order to the city. In 

both the second and the third films of the trilogy, it is Batman’s sacrifice that can shed light on 

understandings of salvation. In The Dark Knight, Bruce allows the character of Batman to die 

along with Harvey Dent and gives in to the alternative narrative in Gotham that Batman did not 

stand for good. Yet, by The Dark Knight Rises, Bruce realizes that the city still needs Batman, 

and, in rising out of the pit and returning to Gotham, Bruce shows the city that he is actually 

willing to give up his life for them. Bruce sacrifices Batman to save the city from the nuclear 

explosion.   

 Jesus offers himself as an ultimate sacrifice for us on the cross. Jesus offers us new life in 

a Kingdom to come. Jesus conquered death and gives us new hope. Batman crawls out of a pit 

and gives up his life in order to offer one last saving act for a city that he could have walked 

away from. Jesus could have walked away as well and yet Jesus chooses to die. Bruce chooses to 

be Batman and out of that choice dies a hero’s death.  Acknowledging that Bruce did not die 

does not change the fact that, for the citizens of Gotham, their hero Batman did. By the end of 

the trilogy, Batman inspired those within the city to stand up against Bane and take their city 
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back. Batman tells Joker in The Dark Knight that the citizens of Gotham are ready to do the right 

thing and, by the final moments of The Dark Knight Rises, he is right.  

Jesus’ death was not the final word; he rose again to offer all of us new life and a new 

way forward. The heroes may come up short to Jesus, but they all live into what God asks of us. 

God asks us to believe that we can do all things through our relationship with Jesus. God calls us 

as Christians to rethink cultural norms and ancient laws; God calls us to see the potential of love 

in each other no matter how much sin has corrupted our hearts; God calls us to stand up and risk 

our lives in the name of Jesus and our beliefs. Our heroes offer us insight into what salvation 

means, and something of how salvation works within the world. We are called as members of the 

body of Christ to continue God’s reconciling work in the world; to unify the world with God 

through love, justice, and mercy. We are called to be examples of salvation to a world that is in 

pain. Our heroes may fall short of Jesus, but they give us an example of who we are meant to be 

and an inspiration to try harder.  

One place that this paper could lead is to a new curriculum that uses pop culture in a 

more direct way; as the start of the conversation. The curriculum could approach pop culture in 

at least two ways. The first is to take what was done in this paper and create a Bible Study or 

Lecture guild. The second approach would be themed based and offer pop culture examples for 

the leaders but would encourage participants to bring examples that they have experienced to the 

table. This paper reminds us that it is not simply about identifying the Christ-like figures within 

pop culture, for that implies that audience understands that the hero represents Christ or that that 

authors intended that. This paper points out that pop culture is already speaking on different 

kinds of theological points, salvation being one of them, and is offering to the audience a picture 

of what it looks like. That picture often overlaps, but usually does not fully express, traditional 
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Christian understandings. Church leaders must recognize when and where this takes place and 

build on them. Church leaders must expand on the understanding of salvation and offer the 

fullness of the message of Jesus through more than simply sharing the Word, but by connecting 

it to the world today. As the Nones rise in numbers and the church dwindles in attendance, it is 

important that church leaders recognize the media that influences each of us every day.  

 Another potential continuation of this paper could be sermon guides; starting the 

exegetical work for preachers by offering sermon outlines and suggestions for not just one 

sermon but a mini-series on superheroes. Weaving together the theme of salvation within these 

films with the current needs of salvation in our world today. The guidelines could help bridge the 

gap for preachers and offer a place to start when attempting to do more with media within the 

church. Preachers, for example, could use Batman as a way to speak about different kinds of 

sacrifice and what it means for Jesus to fully give over his life for ours. Wonder Woman could 

be used to talk about choice and what it means to choose humanity. Aquaman could be used to 

discuss who is worthy of God’s grace and mercy. Outside of Sunday sermons, churches could 

host a film screening followed by time for discussion. This would allow the films to truly create 

dialogue instead of be used as teaching points of a sermon.  

These films also offer engagement of other topics that can be framed by faith-filled 

conversations. Aquaman has themes of creation care throughout the film as the pollution that the 

land-dwellers have made is King Orm’s opportunity for war. Aquaman also offers an opportunity 

to discuss what “all” means and who is defined within the word “all” as used by the church. It 

could challenge churches and church leaders who define “all” as only the group they are a part 

of. The land-dwellers at the end of the film have to deal with the fact that they are not the only 

people on the planet and how they respond is important. Likewise, how the Atlanteans responded 
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to the land-dwellers – with aggression – is not necessary the best answer either. Wonder Woman 

pushes back on female identity and what it means to be female in a world of males. This film 

also engages with what real empathy means and is. Diana is able to find compassion and 

empathy for even the enemies with these films. Batman pushes the conversation of corruption, 

hopelessness and disparity between rich and poor. Batman’s Gotham City is like many large 

cities in America and offers challenges to us on how to effectivity offer change. Batman had to 

learn that it was not until he was able to inspire the citizens to change that real change occurred 

 Looking at pop culture and the church is not all that new; yet understanding how culture 

which has changed so much in the last hundred years, is still useful to church can be daunting. 

Pop culture often seems to mock Christianity and yet, in, non-direct ways, it uplifts Christian 

themes and ideals. Superhero films have dominated the box office and have been quickly 

saturating the market. That speaks volumes. The next step is the church finding its voice and 

speaking at the intersection of these conversations, though it is important that the church does not 

keep its part of the conversation confined within its walls. Through media like podcasts or social 

media like Instagram or whatever comes next, the church can and should engage pop culture.   

The exciting part about exegetical work on pop culture is that it does not end. Each year 

new films come out. I focused on salvation and superheroes, but the same thing can be done with 

many different topics as well as different films, television, and music. The exciting part is that 

my paper is only a small slice of the larger picture. Realizing how much our pop culture speaks 

to the longings and needs of culture today should significantly impact how church leaders preach 

and teach the Word.  Using this paper as a stepping stone to bridging the gap between the PC 

(USA) educational materials, and the three films outlined in this paper, preachers can begin 

exegetical work for Sunday sermons that move beyond the Bible and into the exploration of 
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salvation within pop culture and the preconceived notions that congregations have about saviors 

when they sit and listen to sermons about Jesus.  

This project offers a way for preachers and church leaders to exegete pop culture, 

specifically the characters Batman, Wonder Woman, and Aquaman through their films. It gives 

those in leadership the opportunity to see pop culture as more than something that is simply a 

part of everyone’s life but a tool to communicate theological ideas. It elevates superheroes from 

being just superficial films that are full of fighting and violence to films that offer the audience a 

chance to work out the same struggles that all humanity faces. These heroes are not offering 

quick fixes to impending doom or simply stopping an asteroid from destroying the world; they 

are speaking to the needs of our current culture for salvation. They are speaking to the Nones 

who do not know Jesus and yet yearn to understand the purpose and meaning of life. These 

superheroes are beginning a conversation about salvation and the Church needs to step up and 

continue it. Without the second part of the conversation, the wider culture’s dominance 

increases. Citizens of the world are looking for a hero. Let the church preach about the One.  
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