The Matrix

Summary

The Matrix is a science-fiction action movie, based a couple of centuries into the future.  The setting is as follows:  At some point in our human history, we ‘birthed’ the crown of our creations –Artificial Intelligence.  However, these machines wanted more and more, and eventually war broke out between them and humanity.  With all this fighting, the skies darkened, cutting off the AI’s energy source.  They then turned to a new energy source –humans.
  Humans were grown in massive fields, raised in embryo like pods, basically as batteries for the AI.  To keep us happy, while our real bodies were raised as slaves, our minds were wired to a virtual world –The Matrix.  This is the world today, an illusion.

However, when the Matrix was first built, somehow there was a man born outside.
  He was the one who started freeing others from their bondage and taught them that the secret to the war was to control the Matrix.  Eventually a city in the real world (a dark, post-apocalyptic looking world) called Zion
 was built.  However, the majority of humanity is still stuck in the Matrix.  At some point after this original rebel’s death, the ‘Oracle
’ at Zion prophesied that one day he would return
  to bring freedom and an end to the war.  So we find Morpheus
, and his other crew members, on board the hover-craft Nebechanezur
 scanning the Matrix in hopes of finding “the one” (the messiah) who will bring liberation and salvation to humanity.

Meanwhile, in the Matrix (what we today would call the real world), our protagonist is living a dual life as Thomas Anderson (the respectable software programmer) and as Neo (the computer hacker).  While he (like the audience
) is a seeker, one that knows that something is not quite right in the world and that there must be more –he is unaware of the plight of humanity nor the nature of the Matrix.  Morpheus, spotting him from the outside, believes with all his heart that Neo is the one and makes attempts to contact him.  However, AI representatives in the Matrix called ‘agents’ have caught on to this and are trying to stop the process.

Neo finally meets with mysterious Morpheus and is given the choice, represented by a red pill and a blue pill, to either find out the truth (though it might be ugly) or to wake up happy and ignorant.  He takes the red pill and goes through a strange techno-bio baptism into the real world.

He then learns about the situation and how since the Matrix is just a bunch of machine made rules, he can (through brainpower/belief?
) overcome these rules and basically do anything.  He goes through simulated training and eventually gets the hang of things.

The rest of the movie is basically about A) The question/struggle of Neo’s being ‘the one’.  B) the battle with the AI and agents, and C) the further complication in that one of Morpheus crew, Cypher, turns out to be a Judas in league with the agents.

In short, Cypher does cause most of the crew to be killed by his treachery.  Neo, after a supposedly self-sacrificing decision (in which many are killed in the process), comes back to life and evidences the kind of brainpower/belief in himself to overcome the merely rule-based agents  —he must be ‘the one’ they’ve been waiting for.

Harmonies with the gospel / Pros

This movie is so chock full of obvious Christian symbolism you could choke on it.  I could write about the biblical names like the heroine, Trinity, who loves our messiah back to life.  I could write about the john the Baptist  / Peter figure, Morpheus, who looks for / believes in the messiah.  I could also write about the very obvious Judas figure, Cypher, who didn’t want to take the risk of believing that Neo was ‘the one’ and so sold out to the agents (the religious leaders, the keepers of the rules) because he thought that simulated reality might be just as good.  I could write about the messiah figure, Neo, and how he had to be incarnate in the Matrix, was chosen, supposedly laid down his life, and came back to life to triumph.  However, these and other allusions (Zion, Babylon, and others) seem obvious, and there are some issues that I think are far more crucial to examine.

In talking to other Christians about the movie and reading reviews from particularly Christian sources, I was totally amazed at the range of responses.
  Those that critiqued it tended to be concerned mainly with the violence and what they termed the “Eastern mumbo-jumbo” laced throughout the movie.  However, the majority of them were enthusiastic about it,  even enough to call it  “A parable of the Gospel in modern-day language” (God have mercy).  While I think it is possible to glean some good from this movie, particularly the basic message that the majority of us are blind to the fact that we are slaves to the world-system and in need of liberation to the truth, I am far more critical of some subtler messages.


Disharmony with the gospel/cons


The first concern I have is the means of salvation that is offered.  While everyone is babbling about the obvious messiah images in the movie, nobody seems to have anything to say about what exactly the ‘good news’ is that’s being proclaimed in word and deed.


Jesus taught that the way of salvation was offered through recognizing our sin and weakness, and turning from it to God –trusting hi m to forgive and strengthen us.  There is no work, even faith which is a gift, that can save us.  The emphasis of faith’s role is it’s object –Jesus.  It was his own humble weakness & self-sacrifice, his love showing and providing the way, that brought salvation –even conquering our sin and death.  However, this is not the way that Neo images to the audience.

A Neo-Gnostic Wet-dream


The first glaring problem I see with the movie is it’s implicit message that knowledge is one of the two great keys to power.  Not only that, but the perception of knowledge exhibited is merely information that can be easily downloaded into one’s brain; skills and powers then manifest –pretty much.  It’s the second big key, that if we would simply believe in ourselves
 or even just use our mental faculty to believe contrary to the rules presented to us, we could overcome these rules and achieve liberation and whatever else sound nice.  

Now granted in the case of a simulated world, this has some validity.  It could even be an interesting point to explore the concept that humans have a capacity for spontaneous imaginative creativity (free-will? Grace?) that machines and those within the Matrix (rules/the law?) can never have.  

However, the message is clearly Gnostic
 in it’s origins.  It could even be argued to be the same message that Satan tempted us with so long ago, to become our own gods –to create our own reality, make our own rules.  And that, I would argue, though not explicit, is what the audience will go away remembering the most.  Even the last words of the movie say something to the effect that we can change the world to make it whatever we want.
  This might appeal to members of the extreme form of the faith movement flavor of Christianity, but I believe it is flatly contrary to the gospel of grace.  Much more could be said on this, but I am already way over my limit.

A Techno-Warfare Passion Narrative

The last issue, one which I have already strongly hinted at, is that Neo’s messianic climax is not done in weakness and love, but with human power and indifference. The Matrix obviously promotes the same human strength that got the world into the very trouble it is trying to resolve –Violence.  

There is an entire smorgasbord of martial arts, guns, new technologies, and verbal abuse offered to incite the audience’s lusts.  It all climaxes in the final ‘self-sacrificial’ scene in which Neo and Trinity dress up in black trenchcoats and arm themselves in the same manner as the two high school kids who just massacred fifteen of their classmates in Colorado.  I can’t help but wonder if these kids were influences by these ‘cool’ models.  

Yet our messiah didn’t ask for “Guns.  Lots of Guns”
 to work salvation, he remained silent (even before the powerful ‘agents’ of this world) and relied on the greater power of love.  In short, I can barely see any room for humility, weakness, nor a love for enemies in the philosophy given in this movie.  But that is not surprising for the gospel is foolishness to Greeks.

In conclusion, I am sure one can find redeeming qualities in this movie and we should always look for these, yet I hope that Christians don’t jump for joy simply because their favorite symbols and imagery seem to surface in a movie.  Deeper analysis, particularly the question “What will viewers likely remember the most from this movie?”, is vital if we are to dialogue with others about the true gospel.
� There is an interesting comment in the movie on the irony of our machines, made to be our servants, mastering us.  So, this seems to be the case for all idols.


� This seems to be a major plot flaw.  How, why and where this man is born is not given.  The actual quote on this concept is, “When the Matrix was first built there was a man born inside that had the ability to change what he wanted, to remake the Matrix as he saw fit.”


� The name Zion is said so frequently throughout the movie that the viewer is sure to go away remembering the concept of Zion, the last human city and place of redemption.


� Some sort of prophetess or soothsayer who seems to know all (or “enough”) of the future.


� Presumably in some reincarnated state.


� “Morpheus, in Greek mythology, god of dreams, the son of Hypnos, god of sleep. Morpheus formed the dreams that came to those asleep. He also represented human beings in dreams. The name Morpheus is derived from the Greek word for "shape" or "form.” “(Microsoft Encarta)


� Unless meaning that he rules this world, that is now Babylon, I find it strange that a citizen of Zion would name his ship Nebuchanezur. 


� There is an obvious attempt by the director to build audience sympathy with Neo.  First of all, the majority of the viewers will be teens whose life is the internet.  Secondly, there are many many quotes like this one the seductive trinity whispers in Neo’s ear “The truth is out there Neo, and it’s looking for you” that tap into the emptiness that millions of the kids watching feel.


� More on this later


� For fun, skim through Appendix B for a sample of comments from an on-line Christian movie review response page.  The variety is astonishing (and scary to me).


� Or at best, if we could finally have one among us who had sufficient neurological connections and self-confidence to believe against the rules of man, we could be saved through him.


� “To its adherents, Gnosticism promised a secret knowledge of the divine realm. Sparks or seeds of the Divine Being fell from that transcendent realm into the material universe, which is wholly evil, and were imprisoned in human bodies. Gnostics believed that the divine element in humanity, reawakened by knowledge, could return to its proper home in the transcendent spiritual realm.” (MS Encarta)  A strange reversal, and yet note the similarities.


� Although another inconsistency is that this power of belief to change things is never shown (strongly implied though) to be possible in the real world.  It is only possible in the Matrix, the very thing that hopefully all will be liberated from.


� Neo and Trinity, while in the virtual environment program that enables them to appear and have whatever they might need before going into the Matrix, make this request.





