Eyes Wide Open Study Guide

Introduction

This three-part video series began as one component of a new course by the Student Life
Division at Calvin College designed to introduce first-year students to the idea of cultural
discernment. Popular culture is one of the most influential forces in contemporary society. While
most students at Christian liberal arts colleges spend a good amount of time watching movies
and television programs or listening to music, they do not necessarily engage popular art and
culture as Christians. This is also true of adults who harbor Christian convictions and also
consume their share of the mainstream media. While they think their faith should matter when it
comes to popular art, in the absence of distinctly Christian critical tools, many simply defer to
vague personal tastes and preferences. For so
depictions of sex, violence or profanity. This video series employs a different approach. The
central question it addresses is: How might a Christian faith perspective shape our appreciation
and evaluation of popular artworks?

When the videos were completed, we decided to make the series, along with a study guide,
available to other colleges, schools, churches and campus ministries for use in college and high
school courses, Sunday school classes, and various study groups. The purpose is to provide an
additional resource for Christians who are searching for a faith-based criticism of the popular arts
and culture.

These videos are closely related to the book in content and are intended to bring the key ideas
and themes of Eyes Wide Open to life visually by featuring clips from over 120 movies, TV
programs and music videos for analysis. These are educational videos that are loaded with ideas
and information. They are meant to be engaging while also generating substantive discourse.
Viewing these videos in conjunction with a reading of the book will deepen and enliven your
discussion. Like the companion book, the video series is grounded in Christian principles and
offers an informed and fascinating approach to popular art and culture.
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Eyes Wide Open Episode 1:
Popular Art and Culture

Introduction

Learning how to evaluate popular art does not have to ruin the fun and excitement people

associate with going to the movies or a concert, watching TV or listening music. A lot of the

delight you can get from popular art can come from involvement as a Christian. This episode

defines what culture means and demonstrates how the popular arts represent a cultural system. It
shows how popul ar artworks are i maginative
how artists communicate life visions in popular artworks.

Note: If you are using this video series in conjunction with the book, the material in this first

epi sode corresponds to “Chapter 4: Popul ar
Popul ar Arts.”

Key Terms

e Culture

e Artistic Vision of Reality

e Willing Suspension of Disbelief
e Cultural Mandate

e Film astyMap of Real.]

. Cul tur al Di scer nment

Outline

l. Introduction
A.  Cinema has a powerful influence on our lives

B.  Christians ought to participate faithfully
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C.

Four questions to pursue in trying to understand and evaluate film and other

popular art forms:

1. How do artists go about constructing a vision of life? And how do they
communicate these life visions in popular artworks?

2. What roles do the popular arts play in our lives and society?

3. How do films play with our emotions and thoughts and get us to transfer
interpretations to the real world?

4. Finally, how should audiences, and in particular Christian audiences, go
about engaging and evaluating popular art?

. What is popular art?

A

Popular arts distinguished from high culture in late 19th century
1. Educated and elite—high culture
2. Working-class—emerging popular arts

3. High arts belonged to the social elite, while popular arts appealed to the
working class

Nature of popular art

1. Provided different and equally valid artistic experiences
2. Considered amusement, making it invalid to critique

3. Entertain, inform and shape our lives

4. Popular arts v. entertainment

5. Both forceful and controversial

6. Play an important role in our public discourse
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1. The world behind a work of art

A.  Willing suspension of disbelief
1. We experience real physiological responses

2. We allow the projections to take us to another world

B. The screen is a kind of barrier

1. Separates us from the world the film portrays
2. Screens the filmic world from the audience
3. The screen is a space

C.  The film is an artistic vision of reality

1. Every artist has a life vision that permeates his or her work.
2. The world behind a work of art 1is th
culture
D.  Culture
1. The way that we define and |ive in G
2. Foll owing the ®“cultural mandate”
3. A kind of master plan for living
4 People share common ways of interpreting their experience and guiding

tﬁeir behavior
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V. Film represents a cultural system

A.  Filmis a map of reality

1. Stories, symbols, images and metaphors that depict cultural values and

assumptions, behavioral norms, social and gender roles

2. “Equi pment for | iving” tflifet hel p or
3. Meanings are woven into storylines making them almost invisible to the

untrained eye.

a) “"Rags to riches” examples of Eri
(and countless others)

V. Cultural roles for popular art
A.  Communicating culture
B.  Social and cultural criticism
C.  Social unity
D.  Collective memory

Note: These are good purposes that God brought into existence for the popular arts.
Christians cannot ignore these purposes if they want popular art and music to serve God,
the church and the larger human community.

VI.  Conclusion
A.  Delight in engaging popular art as a Christian

B.  What insights can we bring to an analysis of the worlds presented to us in popular
artworks, which are really imaginative r epr esentations of | ife
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Discussion Questions

Large Group Discussion

1. Ask participants to define what kinds of activities the narrator terms popular art, listing
these on a blackboard or flip chart.

Note: For example, watching movies or TV, listening to music, advertising.

2. Ask participants to take about one minute and estimate how many hours a day they spend
engaging the popular arts. Encourage them to make an honest personal assessment and have
them write their responses on a note card. Participants need not identify themselves on their
cards.

3. Collect the note cards and on the board or flip chart, make a tally of about how many
hours a week/a year people interact with various media.

4. After determining a class average, connect for the participants our immersion, even as
Christians, in popular art. Note that even smaller numbers may obscure the impact of passive
consumption of things like advertising and that, in the case of college students, for example, their
present living environment (i.e., the residence hall) is unavoidably full of popular culture. Since
this is so, emphasize to the group the common task of discovering how we might engage these
activities as Christians.

Small Group Discussion

Break up the group into small groups of four to five people. Ask groups to respond on notebook
paper to the following questions:

1. The video refers to popular art as cultural conversation. Define, as best you can, those
two phrases. What is meant by popular art (in addition to the activities which were associated
with the term above) and cultural conversation?

Note: Popular art emerged out of the working class, is often considered amusement,
entertains but also informs and shapes our lives, plays an important role in our public discourse.
Examples include film, pop music, video games. Cultural conversation refers to the social, public
discourse that occurs in a group of people, the active process of generating and circulating
meanings among people.
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2. How do artists go about constructing a vision of life? How do they communicate these
visions in popular artworks?

Note: Each artist has a worldview that is explicitly or implicitly stated in his/her work,
their artistic vision of r eeadl ineyaniTnhges "a r(tciusltt u
film, expressing both what he/she wants the world to look like and what the world does look like
to him/ her. These meanings are woven into the

3. Using films or TV shows that members of your group have seen, identify cultural texts
that you have encountered that serve as maps of reality. Explain how they might function as
“egument for | iving."”

Note: A variety of films could be mentioned. Encourage
participants to see how life mimics the themes in the films, how our navigation of life is helped
or hindered by the films. participants may want to talk about themes, like the American Myth,
the classic “Prince Charming” | ove story, and
e.g., Shrek is a retelling of fairy tales that deliberately tries to deconstruct them, and in doing so
it points out how fairy tales have become our underpinnings as a culture.

4. In a conversation, a friend argues that all movies are purely for entertainment reasons.
Based on this video presentation, how would you respond?

Note: Films are pervasive cultural communicators; they inform as well as entertain. We
are shaped by movies, they affect us emotionally and physiologically and they play an important
role in public discourse. We allow films to take us to another world, we buy into the themes, they
shape our collective memory, and artists use films to present a powerful worldview in an often
subversive manner.

Large Group Discussion

1. Gather the groups into a large group and ask each group to report on their findings for

one of the questions. Bring in other groups to comment on the responses given by the reporting

group as time permits. Use what you’ve heard
facilitate dialogue among groups.

2. Finally, explore the following question as an application of the discussion: Knowing what
we know now about the cultural power of movies and given that God is to be encountered
everywhere, even at the movies, how are we to practically engage popular arts as Christians?
What would it look like at home, at church, or in the case of college students, in the residence
halls, and so forth? Can we watch whatever we want to watch?
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Eyes Wide Open Episode 2:
A Christian Cultural Landscape

Introduction

When we encounter a popular artwork we are engaged, actively involved with the world the

artist has created. That means we stand in judgment of the world the artist has made. If we are

going to engage popular art as Christians, we have to be aware of our own worldview. This video

turns central Bi blical themes i ntinoavigatingtbel t ur al
world of American popular art and culture.

Note: The materi al I n this secotmthnGluialsode cor
Landscape.”’

Key Terms

. God is at Work in the Worl d

l rony and the Unreliable Narrator
 Believing People
e Fallen World

* Forgiveness and Redemption

Happy Endings

Outline

l. Introduction

A. To be authentically and responsibly engaged with popular artworks, we need to
cultivate an awareness of our own cultural landscape (i.e., our Christian cultural
landscape)
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A Christian Cultural Landscape

A.

God is at work in the world; there is an invisible spiritual realm
1. Popular artists depictt hi s real i ty ..
a) Star Wars
b) Gladiator
C) American Beauty
d) And ot her s ..
2. Popul ar artists ignore this reality..
a) Titanic and Eva Hart

3. God is invisible, but, along with the rest of creation, popular art attests to
God and God’'s work

a) As Good As It Gets and loving your neighbor

b) Other popular artworks affirm a loss of innocence, wrestling with
the nature of evil, yearning for redemption and hope for living amidst evil

4. We account, with difficulty, for God

a) The difficulty of understanding the entangleme nt of God’' s wi
our will in The End of the Affair

People are believing people

1. A Christian landscape includes people who are meant to worship and
serve God but tend not to

2. The characters in popular art ought to be complicated, flawed, and diverse

3. Thecompl exity of the characters in Sclt
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C. Fallen world: Humans beings are good and evil as popular artworks show us (and
should show us)

1. We should expect confused and confusing characters (not just good or
bad)

2. The Apostl e and Romads @otl9wédnt heoed

a) Christian art and criticism needs honesty without glorifying sin or
sentimentalizing virtuous action

3. Dead Man Walking

a) Christian insights must impact how we view story and
characterization

4. Christians need to both understand how popular artists approach sin in
their work and maintain a critical posture toward them

D. Forgiveness and redemption: Our situation evokes a search for grace

1. Redemption cannot come from us; still, it happens in us as we are aware
of our own brokenness

2. Popular art compels us with redemption, usually as a power of the human
spirit
a) Titanic as a titanic example
Conclusion

A. Our engagement with popular art ought to exhibit understanding and insight that
is shaped by Christian convictions, perspectives, emotions, and attitudes

B. Christian art should be an exposé of sin and also winsome, i.e., persuasive in its
presentation of life

C. Christian artists, critics, and patrons are responsibly free to engage popular art
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D. Christians need to cultivate their engagement strategies because we are to be in
the world but not of the world

Discussion Questions

Large Group Discussion

1. In order to review, in a basic way, the content of the videos, have the group list the four
basic aspects of a Christian cultural landscape as you write them on the board.

Note: “God is at work in the world;” “Beld]
integral to |ife;” “Human sin is real and evi
redemption.”

Then, ask : “why is it important to consciously bring a commitment to these principles as
they engage and critique popular art?”

Small Group Discussion

1. I n the book chapter related to this video,
representation of God's world in popular art will include images and metaphors of chaos,
injustice, pain, suffering and alienation, fo

But many Christians tend to avoid and even criticize such depictions in popular art. Discuss how
Christian insights might contribute to an understanding of good and evil? What might distinguish
“Christian” portrayals and criticism of good

2. As one writer explains, *“whil e eirsituations tr ue
or in any way create their own redemption, the very helplessness of their position evokes a

search for the grace which alone can solve th
artworks that affirm this and others in which people bring about their own salvation. For which

category do the illustrations come easier?

3. Why do people—Christians included—want, even demand happy endings? What should
Christians make of our cultural obsession with living happily ever after?
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Eyes Wide Open Episode 3:
The Cultural Landscape of Hollywood

Introduction

This episode examines the classical Hollywood film from a Christian perspective. Special
attention is given to key features of the cultural landscape of mainstream Hollywood movies.

There is a common faith behind representations in Hollywood films, a system of ideals, beliefs,
values and assumptions. By exploring the key themes that pervade American popular culture—
from self-reliance and a lust for power, to materialism and violent resolutions to problems—this
video will help you adopt a critical Christian posture in order to detect cultural values that run

against the grain of faith.

Depending on the amount of time you have, you may want to divide the viewing and discussion
of this video into two sessions. The subtitles marking each section make it easy to stop the video
before the next section begins and continue at that point at another time. For example, you may

decide to watch the video thr ouglessianfwihthsa ect i on
section on “Gender Stereotypes.”’

Note: The materi al i n this third episode, thr
corresponds to “Chapter 8: Hol l ywood’s Cul tur
beginning wibohyp&sntiego8seweth *“Chapter 9: Se
Key Terms

e The Cl assical Hol l ywood Fil m

e Humani sm

e I ndividualism

e Masculine | deal

e Feminine | deal

e “Regeneration Through Violence”

e Materialism
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Outline

Introduction

A “ T h &g aboht writing and directing film is that you are presenting a view of
the universe” (Lawrence Kasdan, film direc
B. We need to evaluate Hollywood narratives from a Christian perspective

The Classical Hollywood Film

A. “Narrati ve Ca wfzausednd effett situatiohs éhat Boe logicalg
from one to another

B. No moral ambiguity: the good guy wins, the bad guy loses with no ambiguity

C. Full resolution of conflict

Themes

A. Wizard of Oz Syndrome

1. Humanism

a) Humans look within for salvation; no need for external help

b) God as some “magi cal out si de
2. Hollywood view of people as intrinsically good vs. Biblical view of fallen

human nature
3. Humans as God with power to save themselves

4. Christian view of God’'s <cruci al
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Individualism

1. Individual weakness is the cause of problems, not broader external
difficulties, i.e., social, economic, or other societal problems

2. In order to solve the problem one must fix oneself

3. Christian Response: God calls us to live in relationship with others,
accountable to Him, and responsible to one another (Phil 2: 3,4)

Religion

1. Americans see religion in terms of the individual unlike the Christian view

of faith in a community

2. “God helps those who help themsel ves
3. God is not essential to personal salvation
4. Christian view: total depravity requires Christ as Savior
Gender Stereotypes
1. Polarized view of men and women
a) Hol l ywood’s masculine ideal Viori

adventurous vs. settled husband/father, dependable but dull

b) Hol l ywood's feminine ideal

salvation depend on man vs. erotic, overtly sexy but dangerous
C) Pretty Woman: reversal of gender roles

2. Christians must be critical
image bearers
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Violence

1. Central role in American mythology
a) “Violence is the ultimate conflic
drama” (Clint Eastwood, director/ act
b) Epic moment of violence

2. Christian response:
a) “Wisdom is better than weapons of
b) There must be emotional and social consequences for our actions

Love and Sex

1. Sex as substitute for deep and meaningful relationship

2. Sexual situations can disclose character traits i.e., Bonnie and Clyde

3. Self-gratification vs. ethical and religious consequences

4. Christian perspective:
a) Sexualityi s one aspect of being “fearf

in the image of God

b) Bible affirms sex as celebration of love in marriage, but also
rejects lust and promiscuity

5. Gender roles
a) Masculinity is associated with sexual prowess

b) Women are faced with the madonna/whore complex
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G. Materialism

1. Material goods as a means to salvation

2. American myth: everyone wants to be wealthy

3. Wealth is an indication of internal goodness

4. Belief that “God does help those who
5.)Christianperspective: “You cannot serve boi
6:24

V. Conclusion

1. Media has the power to persuade
2. We need to be critical while we are being entertained
3. Christians should engage in popular art to better understand sin and the joy

of redemption
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Discussion Questions

Large Group Discussion

1. What are the basic characteristics of the classical Hollywood film? Why do think the

world portrayed in mainstream Hollywood films is so popular? How might these features be
incompatible with a Christanwor | dvi ew? (See the chapter, “A C
54 in Eyes Wide Open).

2. What do you make of the "Wizard of Oz Syndrome™? Do you think this motif is as
prevalent in Hollywood movies as the narrator suggests?

3. To what extent do you think people believe they should be healthy, wealthy, and
successful because they deserve it for being

4. The cultural landscape of the Hollywood film emphasizes individualism and favors
individual solutions to problems and conflicts. How might such portrayals distort our
understanding of large-scale problems in the real world?

5. As a group, select a recent box office hit and discuss how many themes of the classical
Hollywood narrative it embodies.

Small Group Discussion

1. Generate a list of movies and consider ways they affirm or oppose the characteristics
highlighted in the classical Hollywood themes? Think of a movie that exemplifies each theme in
the outline (i.e., individualism, humanism, consumerism).

2. Rate on ascale ofonetotenhowi nf |l uent i al Hol l ywood’ s portr
and love relationships have been on you. Consider ways these views and values are consistent or
inconsistent with a Christian worldview.

3. Under what circumstances might you decide against viewing a film? How do your

standards compare with those suggested in the video? (You might look again at two sections in

the book Eyes Wide Open: “Kdé&p Youdr “Phot i prpom
(pages 142-44).
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