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Introduction 

Films can be one of the most important tools in Christian education. In the films we 
can find the problems of our society, biblical messages, and God who is working in the 
problems of our time. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to reflect on the problem of 
discrimination through the chosen films. The problem of discrimination is serious both in 
America and South Korea. Especially, the number of foreign workers from Southeast Asia is 
rapidly growing in South Korea. Many South Korean are proud that South Korea is a single-
race nation. As a result, there are a culture of discrimination between South Korean and 
foreign workers (and their families). Through this paper, I will reflect on the problem of 
discrimination theologically and present the possibility to solve the problem.  

In critically reviewing four films (Paradise Road, Places in the Heart, Gran Torino, 
and The Boy in the Striped Pajamas), focusing on the problem of discrimination, I will deal 
with five theological/biblical themes: sin, cultural chauvinism, good news, incarnation 
requiring sacrifice, and the kingdom of God.  

The Cause of Discrimination: Sin 

In Genesis, God created man and woman, and made them live as a community. They 
lived happily, helping each other (Gen 2:20). However, after eating the fruit of the knowledge 
of good and evil, hatred sprang up inside their relationship, and they fell into extreme egoism, 
not accepting their sins. When God pointed out their sins, they shifted the blame on to 
another object: “The man said, ‘the woman put here with me-she gave me some fruit from the 
tree, and I ate it’…The woman said, ‘the serpent deceived me, and I ate it” (Gen. 3:12-13). 
After committing a sin against God, people came to have a selfish nature. Clive Marsh  
defines sin as an “exaggerated self-interest.”  According to the theology of Original Sin, “all 1

humans are born sinful and hence are condemned to hell.”  People, who have a sinful nature, 2

have produced the history of discrimination. Most of the problems that humans have 
presently occurred due to discrimination: classism, racism, white supremacy and 
ethnocentrism. This discrimination is the barrier that “prevents attainment to wholeness.”   3

First, in the film Paradise Road, there is a conflict between Japanese soldiers and 
women prisoners. It is the result of ethnocentrism and racism. However, interestingly some 
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conflicts also exist among the women prisoners because there are different kinds of ethnic 
groups and races among them. Even analyzing their dialogues, we can find that the 
differences of class exist among them. Therefore, in this film, classism, racism, and 
ethnocentrism are shown. Second, the film Places in the Heart reflects the era of racial 
conflicts between white Americans and African Americans. For example, white supremacists 
attempted to kill a black drifter, Moses, one of the main characters in this film. Furthermore 
in the beginning of this film, a young black boy destroyed the family of the main female 
character by killing her husband. Third, in the front part of film Gran Torino, Walt Kowalski, 
who is a tough-minded white man and main character, does not get along with his neighbors, 
Asians who are Hmong immigrants. This shows us the negative attitude of white people 
toward Asians; this is the problem of racism and white supremacy. Lastly, the film The Boy in 
the Striped Pajamas shows a historical situation where the Germans hated the Jews. This 
discrimination is based on the racism and extreme ethnocentrism. 

The Common Factor of Discrimination Types: Cultural Chauvinism 

We live in culture because all humanity is cultural existence. Here, culture means “all 
the symbols through which a particular people create and express a common form of life 
together with shared patterns of meaning, attitudes, and values.”  However, the problem 4

occurs with the premise that a superior culture exists; this is called cultural chauvinism. The 
problems of classism, racism, and ethnocentrism presuppose the theme cultural chauvinism. 
In the four films that I mentioned above, cultural chauvinism is revealed in the relationships 
among the characters.  

First, in the film Paradise Road, the Japanese regarded their culture as the most 
superior in the world. Japanese soldiers tried to inject the idea that Japan is nation number 
one into the mind of prisoners. Furthermore, they forced the prisoners to follow Japanese 
traditional customs. Therefore, the prisoners were made to bow deeply when they greeted 
with the Japanese soldiers. Furthermore, even though prisoners were on the same level 
together, many of them did not respect each other’s culture and fought with one another, 
maintaining the superiority of their own culture. Second, in the film Places in the Heart, five 
people who had different cultures—an African American (Moses), a blind veteran (Will), a 
widow (Spalding), and two orphans (Frank and Possom)—gathered together in a house after 
the husband of Spalding was shot to death. At first they did not try to understand one another, 
stuck within their own culture and life. Third, in the film Gran Torino, the main male 
character (Walt Kowalski) gazed in contempt upon Asians who lived next door. He could not 
understand the lifestyle and culture of Asians. Seeing the tall lawn next door, he said that 
“Polarski would roll over in his grave if he could see this lawn now.” He did not accept the 
culture that Asians like longer grass. Lastly, in the film The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, Ralf, 
who was a German Nazi officer, took the lead in killing the Jews, with false understanding 
that the race and culture of Germany have superiority over others. Even though the young 
main character (Bruno) was not interested in the superiority of Germany, he did not 
understand the culture of his friend (Shmuel) when they sat opposite each other with the 
fence between them; he could not know why Shmuel wore clothes like pajamas, devoured 
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bread, and did not play with a ball. 

The Solution of Cultural Chauvinism 1: Good News 

The Bible offers us a vital clue that many kinds of cultures are in harmony with one 
another: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one 
in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). Jesus Christ gives us good news, and this is connected to 
the hope for salvation. In his inaugural sermon, Jesus infuses new hope for salvation into 
people: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to 
the poor. He sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the 
blind, to release the oppressed to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:18-19). The 
meaning of salvation includes both spiritual and physical dimensions. Korean Christians have 
longed for infinity and eternal life so they emphasize the spiritual aspect of salvation. The 
phrase that Korean Christians like the most is John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he 
gave his one and only son, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.” They have 
much interest in this eternal life. On the other hand, Christians in the poor countries focus on 
the physical aspect of salvation. They recognize the meaning of salvation as the liberation 
from hunger. The gospel is food. This salvation would be realized “in the present time, not a 
time indefinitely prolonged.”  Therefore we should have a holistic understanding of 5

salvation, embracing both spiritual and physical aspects.  However, this good news is not 6

always connected to the hope for salvation because not all people receive this good news. 
Therefore, we should persuade non-Christians to receive this good news, so that they can 
have a real hope both for spiritual and for physical salvation.  

First, in the film Paradise Road, good news and hope for salvation played a great 
role in accepting others and joining together. In this film, the good news was to start 
organizing a voice band. Music was the significant tool for liberation from prisoners’ 
realities. Through music they wanted to experience spiritual liberation, even though their 
bodies were oppressed by Japanese soldiers. Speaking in Christian terms, they came to have 
hope for spiritual salvation after hearing the good news by making a voice band. However, 
not all prisoners received this good news, and they mocked the participants of the voice band. 
The character Adrienne should have persuaded the negative prisoners to receive this good 
news. Second, in the film Places in the Heart, Spalding, who was suffering from financial 
hardship, heard the good news. She saw pictures that informed her of the Ellis County prize 
of 100 dollars for the first bale of cotton brought in to the gin. Because of this good news, 
Spalding came to have hope for solving the problem of her reality. In other words, she gained 
hope for physical salvation. She decided to work for this prize. However, her new family 
members did not receive this news as good, but she persuaded them, and they received this 
good news. Emphasizing this hope, Roy M. Anker states that “people’s deepest hope is that 
somehow the human penchant for destruction might disappear so that the world might mend 
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and heal.”  7

   
The Solution of Cultural Chauvinism 2: Incarnation required Sacrifice 

According to the theology of incarnation, God discarded divine authority and came 
to us. In other words, God gave up a divine culture and came to a human culture. God 
approached us with a method of assimilating to a human culture, and performed the victory 
of salvation within it. The incarnation is based on God’s love, in Greek Agape. Through self-
giving love God showed the mystery of incarnation. Likewise, if we have God’s love, we can 
approach others and receive their cultures with humility. 
 In the films Gran Torino and The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, the theme the theology 
of incarnation is revealed. First, in the film Gran Torino, after being invited by Sue, who was 
a young Hmong neighbor, Walt Kowalski hesitated about whether to go to the barbecue party 
in her house. Sue eventually persuaded him, and he decided to go to her house. Walt, who 
had ignored Asians, gradually entered the Asian culture. Sue explained the Hmong culture 
one by one: “Never touch a Hmong person on their head, not even a child. Hmong people 
consider looking someone in the eye to be very rude. Hmong people tend to smile and or grin 
when they are yelled at.” Stubborn Walter came to understand their culture and even showed 
the response of acceptance when listening to the words of an Asian shaman. He ate the 
Hmong traditional food, surrounded by Hmong women. After the party, he received them 
when Hmong brought Hmong food to his house. Through the effort of coming into another 
culture, he could accept it, not adhering to the superiority of his culture. Without self-
sacrifice, it would have been impossible. Second, in the film The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, 
the example of incarnation is clearly shown. In order to understand the culture of his friend 
and to solve his problem, Bruno came into the Jewish prison camp, taking off his good and 
clean clothes and wearing a dirty and dreadful prisoner’s uniform. Bruno met his friend after 
going through a wire fence with difficulty. Bruno’s action clearly refers to Jesus’ incarnation. 
Looking at the reality of the prison camp, Bruno came to understand his friend’s painful life.      

The Result of Solving Problems: The Kingdom of God 
   
 One of the core themes of Christianity is the kingdom of God. In Matthew 4:17, 
Jesus proclaimed, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” The significant meaning of   
God’s kingdom is the reign of God. Therefore, Jesus said “The kingdom of God does not 
come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘here it is,’ of ‘there it is,’ because 
the kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:20-21). If we are in the reign of God, we can 
experience establishing the kingdom of God, where God is. Then, who is God? According to 
1 John 4:8, “God is love.” Love is the nature of God. Therefore, where there is love, there is 
God and the kingdom of God. This love is “the consummate expression of the nature of 
God’s kingdom.”  This nature of God’s kingdom empowers people to “choose a new realm of 8
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life comprised of relationships of mutual service.”  Therefore, in the kingdom of God, there 9

is no oppression or discrimination. “At that point where oppression or discrimination ceases 
the kingdom of God is made a present reality.”      10

In the four films, the kingdom of God was established after solving the problem of 
cultural conflict. First, in the film Paradise Road, prisoners came to be one in music. Even 
though they were different, they sang in perfect harmony and their small concert touched 
many people, including the Japanese soldiers, their enemies. Love flowed in music so that the 
kingdom of God was established in the beautiful concert. Second, in the film Places in the 
Heart, sharing the hope for the prize and harvesting cotton together, Moses, Will, Spalding, 
Frank, and Possom changed into a real family. This new family entered “a realm of trust, 
harmony, peace, and intimacy where, at the very least, violence and discord are no more.”  11

This new family came to have “the depth of mutuality and care.”  Even in the film’s last 12

frames, Roy, who was killed by Wiley, and Wiley, who killed Roy, “exchanged Holy 
Communion and the peace of God. “Reflecting a key element in services of Holy 
Communion, the forgiveness offered and received in the meal itself is a crucial trigger for the 
healing of wounds in the community.”  This Holy Communion showed the realization of the 13

kingdom of God. The extremity of divine love can forgive and reconcile, and seek to “mend 
and heal the weary and broken-hearted in a sorely broken world.”  Third, in the film Gran 14

Torino, Walt Kowalski came to get along well with his neighbors and made friends with Thao 
and Sue, even despite the age gap between him and Thao or Sue. Walt, Thao, and Sue were 
like a family, and there was love in their companionship. To Walt, who lived his life in hatred 
and wrath, this loving companionship itself was the kingdom of God. In the long run, Walt 
sacrificed his life in order to solve the problems of Sue and Thao, not his own problems, in 
the last scene. Finally, in the film The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, Bruno held Shmuel’s hand 
tightly, which showed that they were one in their friendship. Bruno wanted to find Shmuel’s 
father in order to relieve his anxiety, but Bruno had to enter the gas chamber. Although this 
place was so dreadful, there was the kingdom of God because there was genuine love toward 
his friend. It was a beautiful irony. 

Conclusion  
  
Films can be important visual and auditory materials for Christian education. 

Furthermore, we can meet with diverse culture through films and indirectly experience many 
things. Therefore, with the recognition of the usefulness of films, we can theologically reflect 
on the problem of our time. In this paper, I tried to reflect on the problem of discrimination 
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with the perspective of Christian theology. Through the reflection, I found the causes of the 
problems, and the solutions. Finally, I hope that Christian educators use the films for teaching 
the Bible and theology. For this, Christian educators should be able to have abilities to 
analyze the contents of the films, to find meanings in the films, and to reinterpret the 
meanings in light of the Bible and theology. The use of films in Christian education will 
result in the expansion of educational curriculum and in the development of educational 
methodology.     
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