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In order to assist in selecting films for leading an informal class on theologically relevant movies, I have put together a list of films I find theologically significant.  The list began as I reflected on films I have enjoyed and have made some kind of significant impact on me.  The list is growing, and by the time I finish this project, I will no doubt have 5, 10 or 15 more films to add.  But why do I seek to use the medium of film in the first place?  The answer is simple: access.
Think about this: Jesus knew the faith expected by God.  He knew the Hebrew Bible; but few references exist of him quoting scripture.  Jesus taught new things about God, in new ways.  Jesus met the people where they were, in terms they understood.  Paul knew the Christ story and the social norms of his environment.  Paul was, arguably, the single most influential person in the propagation of Christianity.  As a former Pharisee, he was not successful in preaching to Jews; among the Greeks, however, he excelled.  Why?  Because he understood the culture and environment in which he was preaching.  He made Christianity and the Greek culture mesh.  Paul mimicked Christ in teaching in new and socially palatable ways, and we should do the same.  
From their beginning, motion pictures have been wildly popular to the masses…and in the past they have been widely criticized by the clergy.  There were many confrontations between the religious establishment and the film industry.  Today, however, with increasing frequency, ministers are quoting lines from movies or putting Biblical stories in the context of a film that is currently popular.  Why?  Because that is the frame of reference that is most cogent.  These ministers, like the Apostle Paul, are reaching people where they are. 
Jesus told stories and parables to teach, but people are not waiting around “mounts” for someone to “sermonize” to them.  They are at malls…at sporting events…and at the movies.  Movies, I must say, are not as revered as scripture.  Nor should they be.  But they are a legitimate tool.  I have developed this list of films, because, I believe Christians should emphasize Motion Pictures in addition to the Bible for religious instruction of children, youths and young adults.  This guide gives a synopsis of each film and a list of major themes.  Also included are potential drawbacks to the film and what I call upsides which are comments that convey why I feel these movies are on the list.  Just for fun, I have included a quote, or dialogue from the film that I find particularly interesting.  
As we embark on the 21st Century, we find an interesting history of the Christian religion.  In this age of technology, we must be creative in reaching people today.  Sadly, many people look at the Bible as a history book or an instruction manual written down for all to read and learn to be a Christian.  Anything that is considered Christian is under immediate rigid comparison.  The Bible has become a lithographic tome.  Sunday School, Confirmation and Catechism lessons of many older Christians are long forgotten.  Children and young adults are more visually-stimulated and more technologically savvy consumers than previous generations.  Much of what the techno-Christian knows comes from the movies, since many people would rather watch a film than read a book.  The secular motion picture industry over the last 100 years has produced an extensive library of religious and secular motion pictures with religious themes.
Things to consider as you scrutinize the list, cinematically we ask the questions:   Who was Jesus Christ?  How is Jesus Christ portrayed?  What criteria should be used to judge religious films?  How are legitimate Christian themes explored that have no overt Jesus or Christ figure?
I see three main types of Christian films: the Christ-film; the Jesus-film; and thematic-films (or, if you will, historical films; theological films and religious films.  The Christ-film focuses on salvific or sacrificial behavior.  The Jesus-film gives a narrative recounting of the life of Jesus.  In most cases the Jesus-film shows his actions and often tries to explain his motivations.  Although there are spiritual elements, the primary focus is historical.  The thematic-film focuses on the human element of proper or moral behavior and is more often a character study.
I tend to be more forgiving of the action and behavior found in characters in Christ-films since they tend to be more analogous or allegorical, consider characters in the film such as Babette’s Feast (1987) and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975).  In them, Christ-like figures appear who are definitely not Jesus.  But they do embody the spiritual essence of Jesus to a large extent.  Who Jesus is and what Christ represents is open for interpretation, films such as Shawshank Redemption (1994), Awakenings (1990), and Schindler’s List (1993) help to further define the Christ-film.  Negative theological criticism of these films is reduced since the film does not claim to be a representation of Jesus as found in the Bible and wider license is thereby granted.
Jesus-films are held to a different more historical standard, as in movies such as The Gospel According to St. Matthew (1966); Jesus as the Logos in The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965); Jesus as the Messiah as in King of Kings (1961), or Jesus as human in The Last Temptation of Christ (1988).  Does King of Kings teach us anything?  Yes.  Knowing the story and background of Christianity is important if a Christian is to embrace it fully.  The Last Temptation of Christ, however, makes us think about Christianity on a different level.  
The hybrid film is more complex and special allowances are made for Jesus-films that are Christ-films, in films such as Jesus of Montreal or Godspell.  The Jesus character is removed from historical context, obviously being represented allegorically, yet the Christ-like action is fully present as well.
Religiously thematic films are more complex still.  There is no overt Jesus or Christ figure but the lessons are extrapolated through character study.  These characters are almost always overtly and human such as Dr. Malcolm in Awakenings or John Keating in Dead Poets’ Society; but they don’t have to be human; take for instance David in Artificial Intelligence A.I. or HAL 9000 in 2001: A Space Odyssey. Despite the fact that they are machines, I will argue that David and HAL 9000 are in fact more human than most of the humans depicted in their respective films.
To lead a cinematic catechism class, all types of films would be required to give a sufficient rendering of Christ Jesus and our human response to God’s call.  Even as the New Testament gives four depictions of Jesus, more than one film seems necessary as well.  The multifaceted nature of God leaves wide open the kinds of films that could be used to show us grace, redemption, sacrifice, unconditional love, faith, and charity.
Each film I reference requires discussion to explore its significance.  If you are offering a large-group viewing followed by a discussion; you had better watch the film in advance, take notes and reflect on or discuss the film with others.  DO NOT WING-IT.  I am not overly explicit in connecting synopses with themes because I believe genuine instruction comes from personal conviction.  If you don’t see the theme, don’t teach it.  If someone else does, discuss it and see if it resonates.  I believe that care must be taken to assure that no single interpretation is ever considered unconditionally correct—mine included. The films mentioned are significant but are by no means comprehensive for a complete Christian education.
Mining the movie is a crucial step in leading a discussion.  Here are some brief note excerpts from a few films I recently discussed regarding Christ themes:
In Babette’s Feast a French woman without a home is taken in by an aging puritanical sect and serves them without complaint for 14 years.  Although she is a famous cook with many culinary skills, Babette lowers herself to be a servant to a community that requires simple food only.  She fulfills her Christ-role after she wins the lottery.  Babette spends all her winnings to create a “Last Supper.”   Her sacrifice reunites the commune and restores the goodwill that began to fade following the death of The Minister, who represented the Mosaic Law.  She acts as a spiritual Christ by her humble role as servant and her total sacrifice of material wealth.

Randall Patrick McMurphy is a totally different character than Babette, and yet in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest he also acts in a Christ-like manner.   The Christ found here fights for the underprivileged and oppressed.  McMurphy has been committed to a mental ward to avoid a prison sentence and encounters men who are held under the demoralizing control of Nurse Ratchet.  After a few days McMurphy discovers that most of the lucid members of the ward are self-committed and can leave anytime they want.  In this allegory Nurse Ratchet represents Rome, the patients are Israel, McMurphy as mentioned above is Christ.  He continually fights against the injustices and tries to gain rights for the patients.  Although innocent blood is spilled and McMurphy is mercifully killed, “Chief” escapes the tyranny.  Rome and Nurse Ratchet resume control, but all those involved are deeply changed.

The compassionate and healing spirit of Christ is exemplified in Awakenings.  Dr. Malcolm Sayer refuses to give up on a group of patients who have lain comatose for years.  He values life and uncovers a means to rouse a patient from this state, if only temporarily.   We see the joy within the doctor and especially the patient, Leonard Lowe.  And we are shown the elation of healing before Lowe’s unfortunate relapse.  Despite the relapse, Dr. Sayer refuses to stop trying to regain the success they had experienced.

The final example of a Christ-like film is shown in Schindler’s List.  Oskar Schindler exemplifies the story Jesus tells that whatever you have done to the least of people, you have done to him.  For years Schindler has benefited from a supply of Jewish labor, but he has an epiphany when he sees the barbarity of Nazi brutality.  While still working within the Nazi system, Schindler changes his personal operation towards being a refugee work center to save some 1100 Jews from Auschwitz and certain extermination.  His compassion is both moving and daring as he risks his own life for people he doesn’t even know.

Important lessons are found in everyday movies.  Having religious themes appear in everyday movies rather than separating religion from everyday life better serves Christianity.  And, the benefits spill over into the secular world, as non-Christians experience religious themes.  
Furthermore, motion pictures have been successful enough to have a wider impact on the American audience than scripture itself.  In many cases the audience may already have created a personal canon—not necessarily of a historical Jesus, but of a spiritual Jesus.  I suspect that much of what Christians know about the Bible comes from media sources and NOT the scriptures themselves.
Films of this nature might inspire some to take Bibles out of storage boxes or off of dusty shelves to see what is actually written.  How many people recall pouring through Revelations looking up passages after watching The Seventh Sign (1988)?
Many films that are not mentioned here have religious significance.  The film industry is an ad hoc conglomeration of writers who represent prophets and apostles.  The scrolls they produce are motion pictures.  We should trust God, believing that we will find the spiritual inspiration that is present in their films.  These films are what we have today by way of new stories of life, society, hope and salvation.  If Jesus were in human form today perhaps he would take the time to watch films with his disciples and then discuss what was seen.  If we miss any element of film today it is that we cheapen the deliberate and deeply philosophical lessons and sociological themes that directors bring to us in their films by not taking the time to discuss their relevance.  That is not to say that every film will source a spiritual epiphany.  Admittedly many films are merely entertainment and moneymaking schemes, but that doesn’t mean that all films are.  Through screening, reflection and discussion, a Cinematic Canon for religious study would indeed be helpful in reaching people for theological instruction.
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The List:
Artificial Intelligence: AI  PG-13
2001, Warner Bros. Steven Spielberg, director. 2 hours, 26 minutes.  
Synopsis: You will get a chance to contemplate the advances in science in this Pinocchio for adults.  But this film is neither simplistic nor inane.  David is a highly advanced robot child with the capacity to experience emotions and is programmed for unconditional love.  He was purchased as a replacement for a terminally ill but cryogenically preserved son.  When the true son is cured, the family abandons David, who seeks to become a real boy.
Themes:  Creation.  Scientific achievement.  Unconditional love.  Responsibility.  Meaning of life.  Definition of life/of being human.
Drawbacks: The film tries to “wrap-up” the dilemmas it creates to its own detriment.
Upsides: Haley Joel Osmond is terrific.  Stanley Kubrick’s influence.  Great for opening science/religion dialogue.
Quote: Mommy... I'm sorry I broke myself.

The Apostle  PG-13
1998, Butcher's Run Films. Robert Duvall, writer/director. 2 hours, 28 minutes.
Synopsis: Texas preacher Euliss "Sonny" Dewey has everything going in life.  Beginning as a child evangelist with incredible charisma, he goes to become a successful Pentecostal leader who discovers his wife is having an affair with another minister.  He reacts violently and with a baseball bat puts the other man in a coma then leaves for Louisiana. Once there, he takes on a new name “Apostle E.F.” and renovates an old church and brings new life to a congregation. 
Themes:  Clerical roles and responsibilities.  Human emotions.   Repentance.  Religious truth.  Self righteousness.  Blurred lines between being a servant and savior.  Redemption.
Drawbacks: Long sometimes slow.
Upsides: Duvall is superb.  Actions and reactions are very human.
Quote: I'm a genuine, Holy Ghost, Jesus-filled preachin' machine this mornin'!

Awakenings  PG-13
1990, Columbia. Penny Marshall, director. 2 hours, 1 minute.
Synopsis: Dr. Malcolm Sayer attempts to treat a group of patients who've laid comatose in a Bronx hospital for 30 years.  Experimental drugs prove successful and the patient Leonard Lowe, who has been catatonic since adolescence must cope with life as an adult...for a while at least.
Themes:  Humaneness.  Dignity of long-term care.  Scientific possibilities.  Transcendent human experience.
Drawbacks:  Robin Williams in a serious role is difficult for some people.  A little predictable at times.
Upsides:  Hope.  Williams does rise to the task.  Robert DeNiro is moving. 
Quote: What we do know is that, as the chemical window closed, another awakening took place; that the human spirit is more powerful than any drug - and THAT is what needs to be nourished: with work, play, friendship, family. THESE are the things that matter. This is what we'd forgotten - the simplest things.

Babette’s Feast (Babettes gæstebud)  G
1987, Det Danske Filminstitut. Gabriel Axel, director. 1 hour, 42 minutes.
Synopsis: Philippa and Martina live in a puritanical Danish community and care for their pastor father and his small but troubled flock.  The community is in denial of the ostracizing effect of their behavior. Thirty-five years later, a French woman seeks refuge, and the daughters begrudgingly take her in.  The feast Babette prepares in gratitude is humorous and incredibly revealing.  Babette, however selfless her actions, is possessing a secret.  Pay attention to General Löwenhielm.
 Themes:  Epiphanies.  Human characteristics.  Denial.  Selfless acts.  Inclusion and exclusion.  Fellowship.  Redemption.  Christ-like figure.  Transformation.  Apostles’ Creed
Drawbacks:  For some subtitles are a drag.  
Upsides:  Hearing the actor’s native voices (French and Danish).  Superb acting.  The Feast scene (as a sacrament-inclusion/exclusion).  
Quote: You must also know that I shall be with you every day that is granted to me from now on. Every evening I shall sit down to dine with you. Not with my body, which is of no importance, but with my soul. Because this evening I have learned, my dear, that in this beautiful world of ours, all things are possible.
Quote: Old Martina: [after learning Babette spent 10,000 francs on the dinner] Now you'll be poor for the rest of your life. 
Babette: An artist is never poor.

Being There  PG
1979, BSB. Hal Ashby, director. 2hours, 10 minutes.
Synopsis: Chance, an illiterate and simple-minded gardener, has never left the Washington D.C. home of a recently diseased old man.  He is run over by wealthy Eve and suddenly becomes educated gent Chauncey Gardiner, thanks to Eve's misunderstanding of his mumbled introduction. Chance does nothing but recite what he's heard on TV -- from gardening instructions to economic predictions – and becomes hailed in Washington and is influential as an unlikely political insider.  
Themes:  Isolation.  Wanting to find more in the ordinary.
Drawbacks:   Slow at times.  
Upsides:  This makes me question all those who follow without questioning.   A life unexamined is not worth living.
Quote: I like to watch.

Ben-Hur  NR 
1959, MGM William Wyler, director.  3 hours, 41 minutes
Synopsis: Judah Ben-Hur is a wealthy Jewish boy and childhood friend of Messala, a future Roman military governor.  Due to his pride, he crosses the ambitious governor.  His family imprisoned, Judah is condemned to life as a slave, Judah swears vengeance against Messala and escapes, later crossing paths with a gentle prophet named Jesus.
Themes:  Pride.  Vengeance.  Denial.  Faith.  Roman-Jewish political relationships.  Epiphany.  Perseverance.
Drawbacks:  Very long film.  Somewhat dated...but done on an epic, no-holds barred scale.
Upsides: A normally over-emoting Charleton Heston is kept in check.  Compare to the 1926 epic; both are awesome.  If you like this one you will like: The Robe; The Ten Commandments; Quo Vadis; Spartacus...and more.
Quote: I'm not ready to die.

The Bucket List  PG-13  
2007, Warner Bros. Rob Reiner, director.  1 hour, 37 minutes.
Wealthy corporate mogul Edward Cole and mechanic Carter Chambers find themselves in the same hospital room with terminal cancer.  Cole is essentially without family surrounded by only assistants and no remaining life ambitions.  Chambers is a devoted, selfless and dearly loved father with a list of things he wanted to do before he “kicks the bucket”.  Cole stumbles upon the list and the two unlikely companions escape the cancer ward with a plan to experience life to the fullest.  Both men find friendship, adventure and redemption.
Themes:  Friendship.  Redemption.  Sacrifice.  Love.  Fulfillment.  
Drawbacks:  There is a “what’s in it for me” feeling about this film at times.  Can be viewed as selfish and self-fulfilling. 
Upsides:  The gift of companionship each man gives to the other.  Cole is able to give a gift to Chambers who has lived his entire life (to this point) only for the benefit of others.  Good for discussion in spite of the drawbacks.
Quote:  Even now I cannot understand the measure of a life, but I can tell you this. I know that when he died, his eyes were closed and his heart was open. And I'm pretty sure he was happy with his final resting place, because he was buried on the mountain. And that was against the law.

Casablanca PG
1942, Warner Bros. Hal B. Wallis, producer; Michael Curtiz, director.  1 hour, 42 minutes.
Synopsis: An American expatriate, Rick Blaine, runs a nightclub and gambling casino during WWII in unoccupied French Morocco.  A freedom fighter, Victor Laszlo and his wife, Ilsa, come to Casablanca and stumble upon Rick’s café as they attempt to flee the Nazis.  Rick and Ilsa had been lovers in Paris.  We discover Rick’s war-time neutrality was spurred by the sudden departure of Ilsa as the Germans moved into Paris, when she discovers her supposed dead husband Victor is alive.  Once in Casablanca, Ilsa finds that the spark that brought the lovers together still burns brightly.
Themes:  Duty.  Sacrifice.  Honor.
Drawbacks:  NONE, this baby goes on almost every top-ten list I make.  Some may complain about the depth of the love relationship of Rick and Ilsa; moments of deception and excesses of alcohol.
Upsides:  Fabulous dialogue (watch it a few times to get the full effect) they do not write movies like this anymore.  Is there an argument here for the just war theory?  For some, not for me.
Quote:  I stick my neck out for nobody.
Quote:  Of all the gin joints, in all the towns, in all the world, she walks into mine.
Quote:  And you never will. But I've got a job to do, too. Where I'm going, you can't follow. What I've got to do, you can't be any part of. Ilsa, I'm no good at being noble, but it doesn't take much to see that the problems of three little people don't amount to a hill of beans in this crazy world. Someday you'll understand that.

Chocolat PG-13
2000, Miramax. Lasse Hallström, director.  2 hours, 1 minute.
Synopsis: A single mother, Vianne, and her young daughter move into a peaceful French village and open an uncommon chocolate shop across the street from the church during the height of Lent -- directly across the street from a church.  The mayor, Comte de Reynaud, holds an almost unbreakable grip of power over the town and the church.  At first, the shop's rich, sensuous desserts scandalize the town. But the villagers soon learn to savor the sweetness.  And Vianne confronts the town about the ills of intolerance.
Themes:  Acceptance.  Love.  Tolerance.  Religious bigotry.  Grace.
Drawbacks:   Fundamentalists may see the film as weak on morality.  At times it does promote promiscuousness. 
Upsides:  The message of tolerance and defiance of thoughtless obedience.
Quote: Do I want to speak of the miracle of our Lord's divine transformation? Not really, no. I don't want to talk about his divinity. I'd rather talk about his humanity. I mean, you know, how he lived his life, here on Earth. His “kindness”, his “tolerance”... Listen, here's what I think. I think that we can't go around... measuring our goodness by what we don't do. By what we deny ourselves, what we resist, and who we exclude. I think... we've got to measure goodness by what we “embrace”, what we create... and who we include.

The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe PG 
2005, Walt Disney Pictures. Andrew Adamson, director.  2 hours, 20 minutes.
Synopsis: During WWII, four children are sent from London to live with an eccentric Uncle.  While there the children discover a magical wardrobe that leads them to Narnia, a snowy and fantastical land under the spell of an evil witch.  The children are guided by creatures of good and by the Christ-like lion Aslan.
Themes:  Temptation.  Faith.  Good versus Evil.  Passion and resurrection.
Drawbacks:  Perhaps long for children, and simplistic for adults.  Many random creatures from various folk legends.
Upsides:  Clearly defined characters that aspire to goodness, although they occasionally act mischievously.  Non-gratuitous.  High production quality.
Quote: When Adam's Flesh and Adam's bone sit at Cair Paravel in throne, the evil time will be over and done.

Cocoon  PG-13 
1985, Zanuck/Brown Productions. Ron Howard, director. 1 hour, 58 minutes.
Synopsis: A group of aging shut-ins break into a home near their retirement community.  When they go for a dip in the pool, they notice unusual “pods” at the bottom of the pool and begin to feel rejuvenated by the water.  The house has been rented by aliens who are using the pool to store the collected cocoons of their fellow aliens.  The retirees get a new lease on life when they're offered the gift of eternal youth.  Each faces the choice between perennial youth or old age.
Themes:  Aging.  Self worth.  Health and death.
Drawbacks:  Corny at times.  Religious themes are not overt.
Upsides:  The aging actors, who were once Hollywood standouts turn in remarkable performances.  The issue of aging is taken very seriously.
Quote: Men should be explorers, no matter how old they are. I don't know about anybody else, but I'm going.

Contact  PG 
1997, Warner Bros. Robert Zemeckis, director. 2 Hours, 30 minutes.
Synopsis: When a radio-astronomer/scientist Dr. Ellie Arroway hears a signal being broadcast from outer space, she believes she has discovered humanity's first contact with alien intelligence.  Deciphering the message, reveals detailed instructions for creating an intriguing machine; its function: unknown.   Palmer Joss, a Catholic seminarian drop-out, is not only Ellie's friend and lover, but also a Christian philosopher who provides a New-aged religious perspective.  For his whole life, Joss has sought for truth through faith in God.
Themes:  Science-Religious relationship (co-existence of science and religion).  Meaning of faith.  Belief in God.  Why are we here?  Also: Insights of what non-Christians think of Christians.
Drawbacks:   McConaughey is weak.  Poor job of displaying “authentic faith”—religious folks are often displayed as fanatics or zealots.  At times the scientific–theological interface is weak.  
Upsides:  Very thoughtful Sci-Fi.  Although some religious stereotypes appear the film does not try to trivialize either science or theology.  Although literalists will struggle with the “God can be found through many windows” message, I don’t.
Quote:  Young Ellie:  Dad, do you think there's people on other planets? 
Dad:  I don't know, Sparks. But I guess I'd say if it is just us... seems like an awful waste of space.
Quote: As a person of faith I'm bound by a different covenant than Doctor Arroway. But our goal is one and the same: the pursuit of Truth. I for one believe her.

Crimes and Misdemeanors  PG-13 
1989, Orion. Woody Allen, writer/director. 1 hour, 44 minutes.
Synopsis: Respected ophthalmologist Judah is having an affair.  He wants it to end but his mistress threatens to expose him.  Lester, a director is fighting back the temptation of an affair.  The film features a number of sub-plots.  In one a plan to commit murder complicates Judah’s feelings; in another, Lester is hired to film a man who represents everything he despises.  These are just two of the sub-plot threads woven together in a funny and yet troubling film.
Themes:  Existence of God.  Truth.  Responsibility.  Morality.  Jealousy.  Sometimes bad things happen to good people and vice versa.
Drawbacks:  Elements of human pessimism.  
Upsides:  Thought provoking.  Great launch pad for discussion.  The documentary within the film.  The faith of Ben is particularly interesting.
Quote: I don't know from suicide, y'know. Where I grew up in Brooklyn we were too unhappy to commit suicide.
Quote: Ben: It's a human life. You don't think God sees? 
Judah: God is a luxury I can't afford.

Dead Poet’s Society PG 
1989, Touchstone. Peter Weir, director.  2 hours, 4 minutes.
Synopsis:  An unconventional English teacher, John Keating, inspires students through poetry in the 1950s. But when a boy commits suicide in response to his father’s uncompromising insistence Keating is discharged.  His devastated students at first betray him but finally support him as they reflect on the ways he has influenced their lives forever. 
Themes:  Inspirational leadership.  Discipleship.  Authority.  Betrayal.  Non-conformity.  Self-realization.  Meaning of Life.  Friendship.
Drawbacks:  Can be seen in terms of tragedy following anti-establishmentarianism.
Upsides:  Encouragement to be a free-thinker.  Peter Weir.
Quote: Oh Captain, My Captain.


Dogma  R 
1999, View Askew Productions.  Kevin Smith, writer/director.  2 hours, 10 minutes.
Synopsis: Two fallen angels, Loki and Bartleby, are banished to Wisconsin.   God (a.k.a.  John Doe Jersey) who likes to become human to play skee-ball is knocked into a coma.  An abortion clinic worker, Bethany, is tasked by Metatron, an arch-angel to thwart a plot set in play by the demon Azrael.  She receives “help” from an “unknown” 13th apostle, Rufus, a stripper, Serendipity, and two foul-mouthed prophets, Jay and Silent Bob  (one is foul-mouthed; and the other speaks only once) Bethany navigates America's cynics and innocents exploring dogmatic issues and wrestles with her dormant faith.  A modern-day battle against evil takes place in suburban New Jersey.
Themes:  Benevolent God.  Divinity of Christ.  Dogmatic issues.  Organized religions.  Faith as a burden or blessing.
Drawbacks:  Language.  Fundamentalists will see this as blasphemous or that “God is fallible”.  Not for the kiddies.
Upsides:  God wants the world to work.  Irreverent, but stresses the importance of faith. 
Quote: He still digs humanity, but it bothers Him to see the shit that gets carried out in His name - wars, bigotry, televangelism. But especially the factioning of all the religions. He said humanity took a good idea and, like always, built a belief structure on it. I think it's better to have ideas. You can change an idea. Changing a belief is trickier. Life should malleable and progressive; working from idea to idea permits that. Beliefs anchor you to certain points and limit growth; new ideas can't generate. Life becomes stagnant.
Quote: You people. If there isn't a movie about it, it's not worth knowing, is it?
Quote: For example, the crucifix. While it has been a time honored symbol of our faith, Holy Mother Church has decided to retire this highly recognizable, yet wholly depressing image of our Lord crucified. Christ didn't come to Earth to give us the willies... He came to help us out.

Donnie Darko R  
2001, Pandora Cinema. Richard Kelly, writer/director.  1 hour, 53 minutes.
Synopsis: A troubled Midwestern teenager, Donnie Darko, is plagued by incessant sleepwalking and disturbing visions.  Frank, a grotesque and demonic looking 6-foot rabbit (seen only by Darko), compels/guides Donnie to comprehend the metaphysical laws which guide our paths.  Before him, Frank announces, are 28 days before the end.  With some information gathered from Professor Monnitoff and a teacher named Karen Pomeroy, Darko begins to unravel the mystery of his “mental illness” and the meaning of the 28 days.
Themes:  Sacrifice.  Abandonment.  Isolation.  Religious zealotry.  Supernatural forces.  Paradox.
Drawbacks:  Some of the paradoxes are unresolved.  Very little overt religious references.  Questionable sexual dialogue.
Upsides:  Darko’s sacrifice for family.  Message that following: God does not mean being a sheep (in reference to the Jim Cunningham character).
Quote:  28 days... 6 hours... 42 minutes... 12 seconds. That... is when the world... will end.

E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial  PG 
1982, Universal Pictures.  Steven Spielberg, director. 1 hour, 55 minutes.
Synopsis: An alien, E.T., is accidentally left behind when his expedition leaves earth without him.  A special psychic bond between E.T. and a young boy named Elliot.  As the separation of E.T. from his community lengthens he becomes sick.  Elliot, his brother and sister attempt to hide E.T. from adults and authorities.  While attempting to call back the “mothership” E.T. is found out and during incarceration by the government dies.  Elliot is heartbroken, but remains by his friend’s side during his miraculous resurrection.
Themes:  Christ-like character.  Persecution.  Family.  Faith.  Trust.  Healing.  Resurrection.  Ascension.
Drawbacks:  Some rough language by the kids.  Mild, probably, by today’s standard...but still.
Upsides:  Childhood focused.  The perspective: anonymity of adults (except for the mother).  The only things visible are arms and hands, legs and feet and some torsos of teachers, government agents or scientists; no faces are shown.
Quote:  E.T. Phone home.
Quote: You must be dead, because I don't know how to feel.  I can't feel anything anymore.

Elizabethtown  PG-13 
2005, Paramount Pictures.  Cameron Crowe, writer/director.  2 hours, 3 minutes.
Synopsis: Fired after causing his shoe company to lose a fortune on his design, Drew Baylor is on the verge of killing himself when he hears of his father’s death and is asked by his mother (who is not welcome in Elizabethtown) to go to Kentucky to bring his father’s remains back.  On the flight, he meets a quirky flight attendant, Claire, with whom he falls in love.  As they develop their offbeat relationship and compromise with the Kentucky relative’s requests, Claire changes Drew’s perspective on life, death and the future.  
Themes:  Definition of success.  Death and life.  Rebirth.  Value of life.  Redemption.  Reconciliation.  Nurturing.
Drawbacks:  Cohesion.  At times Bloom and Durst are weak.  The romance scenes work for them, however.
Upsides:  Some very funny sequences (Freebird performance).  
Quote: There's a difference between a failure and a fiasco. A failure is merely the absence of success. Any fool can achieve failure. But a fiasco, a fiasco is a disaster of epic proportions. A fiasco is a folk tale told to other's to make other people feel more alive because it didn't happen to them.

Elmer Gantry  NR  
1960, Elmer Gantry Productions. Richard Brooks, writer/director.  2 hours, 26 minutes.
Synopsis: A young successful evangelist, Sister Sharon Falconer, falls in love with charlatan Elmer Gantry, a huckster who spins his talent for preaching into a true art form behind the pulpit.  The seduction of success from their last crusade sees them sinking money into a permanent “temple”.  Gantry moralizes his way to fame and fortune, until a former ladylove, Lulu Bains threatens to expose his past as a skirt-chaser and scam artist.
Themes:  Temptation.  Charlatanism.  God works through amazingly human characters.  Revivals.  
Drawbacks:  Dated.  Could be best used scene by scene rather than its entirety.
Upsides:  Depicts very real aspects of revivalism.  Lancaster is perfect in the role of Gantry.  Sister Sharon is the epitome of dedication and commitment. 
Quote: Sin, sin, sin! You're all sinners! You're all doomed to perdition!

Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind  R 
2004, Anonymous Content.  Michel Gondry, director.  1 hour, 48 minutes.
Synopsis: After learning that his ex-girlfriend, Clementine Kruczynski has undergone a medical procedure (by a trio of truly unethical technicians) to purge all memories of their tumultuous relationship, mild-mannered Joel Barish opts for the same procedure. As he watches his memories fade, he wants to hold onto his dying love for her and attempts to conceal her image in other parts of his mind.
Themes:  Regret.  Repentance.  Are some things unforgiveable?
Drawbacks:  Many morally questionable situations.  Extreme language.
Upsides:  Intriguing and thought provoking.
Quote: Random thoughts for Valentine's day, 2004. Today is a holiday invented by greeting card companies to make people feel like crap.

Fearless  R 
1993, Spring Creek Productions. Peter Weir, director.  2 hours, 2 minutes.
Synopsis:  San Francisco architect Max Klein miraculously survives a terrible air disaster and emerges a changed man. When Max feels invulnerable and almost Godlike he alienates his wife and son. Psychologist Bill Perlman puts Max in touch with guilt-ridden fellow crash survivor Carla Rodrigo who lost her 2-year-old in the disaster.
Themes:  Culture clash.  Hope from sorrow.  Morality.  Mystery of God.  Choosing Life.
Drawbacks:   Can’t think of anything.
Upsides: Peter Weir.  Always thought-provoking.  Final scene.
Quote:  People don't believe in god so much as they choose not to believe in nothing.

Fiddler On the Roof  G 
1971, United Artists. Norman Jewison, director.  3 hours, 1 minute.
Synopsis: A poor Jewish milkman, Tevye, is a peasant in pre-Revolutionary Russia.  He is a man of simple means and simple needs, but has five strong-willed daughters who challenge tradition.  He questions himself, God, and his lame horse as he contemplates “would it be so bad if I were a Rich Man?”  He and his wife Golde discuss through song: love, tradition and Sabbath as they work to marry off their daughters...the proper way.
Themes:  Tradition.  Family.  Faithlife.  
Drawbacks:   Dated...but still fun.  Long especially for young kids.
Upsides:  Wonderful music, appealing to all ages.  Message may be above young kid level. Violinist Isaac Stern.
Quote:  He loves her. Love, it's a new style... On the other hand, our old ways were once new, weren't they?... On the other hand, they decided without parents, without a matchmaker!... On the other hand, did Adam and Eve have a matchmaker?... Well, yes, they did. And it seems these two have the same Matchmaker!

Field of Dreams  PG 
1989, Universal Pictures. Phil Alden Robinson, director. 1 hour, 47 minutes
Synopsis: Ray is an Iowa corn farmer who hears a mysterious voice telling him to turn his field into a baseball diamond. Against warnings from his stubborn but well-intending brother-in-law and concerns about his confused but supportive wife, Ray does indeed build a ballfield.  The trouble is the voice continues—even though the field is built and deceased ballplayers begin to appear and play.  Mysteriously the Major League greats are visible only to Ray, his wife and young daughter; which causes the extended family and his neighbor to question his sanity.  Now the voices tell Ray, this is only the first step in a long journey...one that will intimately reunite Ray with his own diseased father.
Themes:  Legacy.  Family.  Commitment.  Holy Spirit.  Afterlife.  Leap of faith.  Reconciliation.
Drawbacks:  Cheesy at times.  Irresponsible (considering the potential to lose the farm).
Upsides:  We know it is coming, but it goes against conventional logic.  Willingness to follow a true vision.
Quote:   “You know we just don't recognize the most significant moments of our lives while they're happening. Back then I thought, well, there'll be other days. I didn't realize that that was the only day.”

Five People You Meet in Heaven NR 
2005, Five People Productions Inc. Lloyd Kramer, director.  2 hours, 13 minutes
Synopsis: On his 83rd birthday, Eddie dies trying to save a little girl in a freak amusement park accident.  Eddie was the maintenance man who has inherited the job from his father.  He questions the significance of his life and the motivations of his father.  Upon meeting a succession of five seemingly random people in heaven, we discover through flashbacks, that each one has had some kind of interaction with Eddie in life and are now the people who are there to help his transition into heaven.
Themes:  Death.  Afterlife.  Forgiveness.  Redemption.  Hope.  Meaningful life.  Dealing with emotions.
Drawbacks:  Not the highest production value.  Different understanding of heaven than traditional Christianity. 
Upsides:  Story value.  Hope.  Excellent enactment of the book.
Quote: Fairness does not govern life and death...If it did, no good man would ever die young...

Flatliners  R 
1990, Columbia Pictures. Joel Schumacher, director. 1 hour, 55 minutes.
Synopsis: Five glory and thrill seeking medical students medically kill and resuscitate each other in an attempt to cross over to the "other side," only to be haunted by what they've seen when their fears, guilt and memories take root in the physical world. Spooked, the students struggle to free themselves from the dark manifestations they've recovered from the afterlife.
Themes:  Death.  Afterlife.  Fear.  Guilt.  Sin.  Judgment.  Reconciliation.
Drawbacks:  Too preachy at times.
Upsides: Opens up great question about what Christianity teaches.
Quote: “Philosophy failed.  Religion failed.  Now it is time for medical science to try...”


The Gods Must be Crazy  PG 
1980, CAT Films. Jamie Uys, writer/director.  1 hour, 49 minutes.
Synopsis: A few vignettes play out in this film.  The best being the Coke bottle falling out of the sky.  The bottle upsets a well ordered and content African village in the Kalahari which now experiences jealously as each covets the bottle.  The bottle creates so much trouble that N!xau, the man that found it, decides the gods must've been crazy to give such a gift.  N!xau sets out on a quest to return the “gift” by dropping it off the edge of the world.  Much to his dismay, he encounters western “civilization”.
Themes:  God.  Civilization.  Order.  Revelation (of God).
Drawbacks:  Dated.  
Upsides:  Extremely funny sequences whereby we see ourselves from outside perspective.
Quote: But in the Kalahari, it's always Tuesday, or Thursday if you like, or Sunday. No clocks or calendars tell you to do this or that.

Godspell  G
1973, Columbia. David Greene, director. 1 hour, 43 minutes.
Synopsis: John the Baptist gathers nine hippies and baptizes them in Central Park. When Jesus joins in, they form an acting troupe performing parables through mime, song and dance.  A real love-fest begins, and the group joyously performs Biblical parables as they wander the city.  The crucifixion is set in a junkyard after which Jesus’ body is carried back to the lively streets of Manhattan.
Themes:  Stylized gospel reenactment.  Community.  Joy.  Love.  Forgiveness.  Passion.  Sermon on the Mount.
Drawbacks:  Seriously dated.  Many object to Jesus portrayed as a clown.
Upsides:  Wonderful and still relevant music.  Messages enforcing love and forgiveness.
Quote: 	Judas: That's no answer to the question! 
Jesus: Did I promise you an answer to the question? 
Judas: Ah... No.

The Gospel According to St. Matthew  UR 
1966, L’Arco Film. Pier Paolo Pasolini, director.  2 hours, 17 minutes.
Synopsis: This biblical epic recounts the story of Jesus Christ as described in the Gospel of Matthew.  The style is very unstructured.  Skipping from scene to scene in the same fashion the Gospel itself is composed.  The scenery is sparse, the acting simplistic.  Frequently, the director shoots full-screen head and shoulder shots of Jesus reciting the Gospel word for word in a very matter-of-fact, neo-realistic style.  At times it feels like a documentary about a revolutionary.  The film traces Jesus' life from birth to crucifixion to resurrection.
Themes:  Gospel reenactment.  
Drawbacks:  Slow moving.  Uncompelling.
Upsides:  Uncomplicated by merged Gospel messages (except Judas).  Visual presentation of the text. Calm and prim Jesus that flares into an angry violent Jesus...makes this interesting interpretation.  Excellent teaching tool.
Quotes: “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.”

Gospel of John  PG-13 
2004, Gospel of John Ltd. Phillip Saville, director.  2 hours, 59 minutes.
Synopsis: This word-for-word adaptation of John’s gospel uses Today’s English Version and does not deviate from the text, except for the “he said” bits.  This film tells the full story of Jesus' life with a focus on the final chapters.  Much of the film is narrated to fill between the action scenes.  Ordinarily flat side-characters are more developed.  Mary Magdalene is more visually prominent in the film than in the gospel.
Themes:  Gospel reenactment.
Drawbacks:  Narrator sometimes speaks for lesser characters and for God.  Long.
Upsides:  Although long, it is not slow or boring.  Christopher Plummer’s narration.  Clear divine purpose of Jesus.  This is an excellent teaching film.
Quote: “I am He.”

The Greatest Story Ever Told  G 
1965, United Artists.  George Stevens, producer/director. 3 hours, 19 minutes.
Synopsis: The story of Jesus is told in a merging of each of the canonical gospels.  There are a few additional characters.  This is a very visually interesting retelling.
Themes:  A merged gospel reenactment.
Drawbacks:  Long and a little slow at times.  John Wayne in his typical drawl “Surely (pardner) this man was the son of Gawd (wha-ha)”.
Upsides:  Effective cross-cut scenes between Judas’ actions and Jesus’ plight.  Fair retelling.  Triangle of John the Baptist, Judas and Jesus.
Quote: Peter: Who's there? 
James the Younger: [behind the door] Me. 
Peter: [angrily opening the door] What's wrong with you? When I ask "Who's there", why do you answer "Me"? 
James: It WAS me, Peter.

The Green Mile  R 
1999, Castle Rock Entertainment. Frank Darabont writer/director.  3 hours, 9 minutes.
Synopsis: Set in death row in a Southern prison during the 1930’s, an 8 foot tall convicted murderer, John Coffey, awaits execution.  He is guarded by a kind Paul Edgecomb, a sadistic Percy Wetmore and sympathetic Brutus Howell.  Edgecomb discovers Coffey has a remarkable and mysterious power to heal people's ailments. Recognizing Coffey's miraculous gift, he tries desperately to help stave off the condemned man's execution.  A death Coffey sees as inevitable, and even welcomes it.
Themes:  Faith.  Repentance.  Healing.  Resilience.  Christ-like figure.
Drawbacks:  Violence.  Racial slurs.
Upsides:  Extremely well acted.  Very believable characters.
Quotes: On the day of my judgment, when I stand before God, and He asks me why did I kill one of his true miracles, what am I gonna say? That it was my job? My job?

Groundhog Day  PG 
1993, Columbia Pictures. Harold Ramis, writer/director.  1 hour, 41 minutes.
Synopsis: An egotistical weatherman, Phil Connors is sent to Punxsutawney, Pa., to cover the annual appearance of the town's world-famous groundhog.  After he is rude and crass with his producer and cameraman, Phil goes to sleep only to wake up on Groundhog Day...again.  He soon realizes he's doomed to repeat Groundhog Day until he learns that his actions can affect the outcome.  He is given ample opportunity to get it right.
Themes:  Meaningful life.  Reincarnation.  Reconciliation.  
Drawbacks:  Nothing.
Upsides:  Main character discovers real meaning in life.  Very funny.  Introduces tenets from other faiths.
Quote: Well, what if there is no tomorrow? There wasn't one today.

A Guy Named Joe  NR 
1943, MGM. Victor Fleming, director. 2 hours.
Synopsis: A cock-sure and swaggering World War II bomber pilot, Maj. Pete Sandidge, is killed in combat, leaving behind his squadron and a dedicated girl friend, Dorinda.  Sandidge becomes guardian angel to another pilot, Capt. Ted Randall, helping him during tough battles and assisting him in romancing his old girlfriend.
Themes:   Afterlife.  Commitment.  Death.  Premonition.  Continuing life after losing a loved one.
Drawbacks:  Cheesy at times.  WWI propaganda film.  Hard to find.
Upsides:  Funny at times.  Inspirational.  Hope-filled. 

Harold and Maude  PG
1971, Mildred Lewis and Colin Higgins Productions. Hal Ashby, director.  1 hour, 31 minutes.
Synopsis: A wealthy death-obsessed teen, Harold Chasen, is being forced by his domineering mother to meet and date young women who are potential marriage partners.  He is more interested in faking suicide to gauge their reactions or in attending funerals.  At one particular funeral he meets a feisty aging woman, Maude, who is a geriatric widow high on life. She lives life day-to-day, but with a special surprise planned for her birthday.  The seemingly mismatched pair forms an unconventional but highly romantic bond that serves to awaken in Harold a purpose for his life.  Until...
Themes:  Death.  Love.  Choice.  Reconciliation.
Drawbacks:  Dated.
Upsides:  Music (Cat Stevens).  Wonderful, off-beat love story.  Despite its age it is still poignant.
Quote: Vice, Virtue. It's best not to be too moral. You cheat yourself out of too much life. Aim above morality. If you apply that to life, then you're bound to live life fully.

Harry Potter (series) PG/PG-13
2001-2010, Warner Brothers Pictures.  Various directors.  Average length 2 hours, 30 minutes.
Synopsis: A young neglected orphan, Harry Potter, is living with his aunt and uncle in a London suburb when he discovers that he is a wizard.  He quickly meets life-long friends Hermione Grainger and Ron Wesley and together they learn the importance of friendship, commitment, loyalty and love as they face more danger than the average teenager.
Themes:  Good versus Evil.  Love as the ultimate power.  Deception.  Sacrifice.
Drawbacks:  Some fear the occult.
Upsides: Evil works alone, while good works through love and community.  Love conquers all.
Quote: It does not do to dwell on dreams, Harry, and forget to live.

Inherit the Wind  NR 
1960, Stanley Kramer Productions.  Stanley Kramer, director.  2 hours, 8 minutes.
Synopsis: Opposing attorneys Henry Drummond and Matthew Harrison Brady duke it out in this blistering courtroom drama of historical fiction based on the famous "Scopes Monkey Trial."  The actual trial of a Tennessee teacher persecuted for teaching Darwinism in the classroom.  Drummond and Brady are caricatures of Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryant and the debates mimic the transcript of the actual trial.
Themes:  Science versus Religion.
Drawbacks:  Older film, slow at times.
Upsides: Well acted.  Superb, snappy and memorable dialogue.  Many people still struggle with this theme.
Quotes:  Brady: But your client is wrong. He is deluded. He has lost his way. 
Drummond: It's a shame we don't all possess your positive knowledge of what is right and what is wrong, Mr. Brady.

Jesus Christ Superstar  G 
1973, Universal Studios. Norman Jewison, director. 1 hour, 48 minutes.
Synopsis: This is a true Rock-opera, everything is sung, there are no spoken words.  The story is told as play within a play, a crew of young “hippies” go into the desert and as they are costuming, Judas Iscariot begins the inner play.  The story is of the last six days of Jesus’ life as told through the eyes of Judas.
Themes:  Stylized gospel reenactment.  Focus is the last 6 days.
Drawbacks:  Glorifies Judas to a certain extent.  Lack of clear resurrection (it is there, but subtle).  Much of the story is left out.
Upsides:  Crisp cuts and perfect image/music matching.  The crucifixion montage is moving.  Great 1960’s music.  Carl Anderson as Judas is wonderful.
Quote:  I have no thought at all about my own reward, I really didn't come here on my own accord. Just don't say I'm damned for all time.
Quote:  Every time I look at you I don't understand why you let the things you did get so out of hand? You'd've managed better if you'd had a plan. Why'd you choose such a backwards time in such a strange land? If you'd come today you would've reached a whole nation. Israel in 4 B.C. had no mass communication.
Quote: I remember when this whole thing began; no talk of God then, we called you a man! And, believe me, my admiration for you hasn't died. But every word you say today gets twisted round some other way; and they'll hurt you if they think you've lied!
Quote: God, thy will is hard. But you hold every card. I will drink your cup of poison, nail me to your cross and break me, bleed me, beat me, kill me! Take me now, before I change my mind!

Jesus of Montreal (Jésus de Montréal)  R 
1990, Centre National de la Cinématographie. Denys Arcand, director/writer. 1 hour, 58 minutes.
Synopsis: A Montreal church witnesses dwindling attendance to its traditionally performed annual Passion Play.  Local priest, Father Leclerc, hires an up and coming performer, Daniel Coulombe, and a group of actors which brings about an unexpected result.  As the troupe researches and develops their more radial and modern interpretation they become more and more assimilated into their roles and their own lives become blurred.  The new version is a phenomenal success, but also incurs the wrath of church hierarchy.  Daniel has lived into his vocational calling and becomes Christ—thoroughly.
Themes:  Gospel interpretation.  Sacrifice.  Vocation.  Life choices.
Drawbacks:   Subtitles are off-putting to some.
Upsides:  Well acted.  Clever allegorical scenes.  Lots of discussion points.
Quotes: Doing tragedy is dangerous.

Jesus of Nazareth  NR 
1977, Artisan.  Franco Zeffirelli, director.  6 hours, 22 minutes.
 Synopsis: This is a TV miniseries about the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  A few liberties have been taken and the story progresses in a compelling way.  The more divine aspects and actions have been softened and the more human suffering aspects have too.  It tends to have a more watered down feeling to the arrest, trail and even the crucifixion.  At times it is very slow.
Themes:  Gospel reenactment.  Balance of humanity and divinity of Christ.
Drawbacks:   Long, duh.  Does Jesus ever blink?
Upsides:  Not overly flashy, honest approach at telling the story as completely as possible.  Auteur film-maker Zeffirelli.  This production is a wonderful place to get scenes to compare to other Gospel films.
Quote: "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart, with the whole soul and with thy whole mind"... And the second is like it; "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself".

King of Kings  NR 
1961, Warner Bros. Samuel Bronton, director.  2 hours, 48 minutes.
Synopsis: A fairly expansive telling of the story of Jesus.  The story follows the New Testament fairly well, however, the setting is more political than other films and a few minor characters are more fully developed, they being specifically Barabbas and Lucius.  Lucius advocates against Jesus throughout most of the film, only to provide His defense at the trial and act as a witness at the foot of the cross.  Barabbas’ role is expanded and he and Judas are linked, acting against Jesus.  Furthermore, mother Mary is the one who connects with Mary Magdalene not Jesus.  Liberties are taken throughout including expanded dialogue in such places as the Sermon on the Mount.  The gripping crucifixion scene is just one of the memorable set pieces.  Two battles scenes are others.
Themes:  Gospel reenactment.
Drawbacks:  Some character motivations are skewed.  Jesus is more human than divine.
Upsides: For its length, it moves forward well.  A good rendition and one useful in comparing other Jesus movies
Quote: Your followers yelled the loudest! Go; look at Him who is dying for you!

The Last Temptation of Christ  R 
1988, Universal Pictures. Martin Scorsese, director.  2 hours, 44 minutes.
Synopsis: Jesus comes to life in this interpretation as a human, unaware of his divine nature.  In fact his divinity is outrightly diminished.  In fact Jesus is fully susceptible to the desires, doubts and the temptations of all human beings; including those of sexual love, marriage and children.  Jesus does accept that he is God’s son, but the sense is more of adoptionism and submission than of being God incarnate.  Begrudgingly, however, he does submit to the ultimate sacrifice by the aid of his more trusted friend and confidant Judas Iscariot.
Themes:  Jesus film.  Humanness of Jesus.  Resistance.  Submission.  Sacrifice.
Drawbacks:  This film appears to have adoptionist tendencies.  Fully divine element is weaker.
Upsides:  The human element of Christ is fully realized.   Great as a comparison piece for other stories.  Great for opening dialogue.  Does not seem to claim to be authentic as have other epic Jesus films.
Quote:  Father, will you listen to me? Are you still there? Will you listen to a selfish, unfaithful son? I fought you when you called, I resisted! I thought of no more. I didn't want to be your son! Can you forgive me?

Left Behind  PG-13
2001, Cloud Ten Productions. Vic Sarin director.  1 hour, 36 minutes.
Synopsis: A flirtatious airline pilot and non-Christian, Rayford Steele, is in the middle of a flight hears that some of his passengers have disappeared.  Worldwide, millions of true Christians have vanished...including Ray’s wife and youngest child.  News reporter Buck Williams, Ray and Ray’s adult daughter eventually link up and face the realization that the rapture has occurred.  They dig deep into the Bible and realize that to attain salvation; they must become real Christians.  With the rise in power by the antichrist, Nicolae Carpathian, these post rapture Christians must join forces to survive the remaining tribulation of the end times.  Chaos ensues.
Themes:  Apocalypse.  Tribulation.  Eternal salvation.  Fear.
Drawbacks:  In short: Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins.  Seriously, there are too many to mention.  Sadly, this is what people think of when they think of Christians.
Upsides:  With luck it gets people talking. 
Quote:  It's gonna get a lot worse.

The Lord of the Rings (trilogy)  PG-13
2001-2003, New Line Cinema.  Peter Jackson director/co-writer.  Average length 3 hours.
Synopsis: An evil power has created an all powerful ring that controls lesser rings that have been distributed to leaders of the various races of Middle-earth.  In a great battle the ring was taken from the evil power, but not destroyed.  A distinctively non-magical Hobbit, Bilbo Baggins has found the One Ring and has given it to his nephew Frodo Baggins.  This is where the story begins.  Frodo and a group of eight companions are on a quest to destroy the ring in the fires in which the ring was created thus destroying forever the evil that wrought it.
Themes:  Good versus Evil.  Sacrifice.  
Drawbacks:  Magic.
Upsides:  Love and companionship prove stronger than evil. 
Quote:  Even the smallest person can change the course of the future.
Quote: Frodo: I wish the ring had never come to me.  I wish that none of this had ever happened.
 Gandalf: So do all who live to see such times, but that is not for them to decide, all that you can do is to decide what to do with the time that is given to you.
Quote: Frodo: It's a pity Bilbo didn't kill him when he had the chance. 
Gandalf: Pity? It was pity that stayed Bilbo's hand. Many that live deserve death. Some that die deserve life. Can you give it to them, Frodo? Do not be too eager to deal out death in judgment. Even the very wise cannot see all ends. My heart tells me that Gollum has some part to play yet, for good or ill before this is over. The pity of Bilbo may rule the fate of many.

The Matrix  R 
1999, Groucho II Film Partnership. Andy and Lana Wachowski, writers/directors.  2 hours, 15 minutes.
Synopsis: Thomas Anderson, a.k.a. Neo, is a computer programmer by day and a computer hacker by night.  Morpheus, a legendary terrorist hacker sought by the government, contacts Neo and awakens him to the real world unveiling the truth behind the mysterious force known as the Matrix.  Morpheus believes Neo is the long sought after messiah for humankind.  Realizing that his former awareness is a lie, Neo joins Morpheus, Trinity and a band of rebels carry out a battle against the mysterious Mr. Smith, who is a program sent by malevolent cyber-intelligent machines...
Themes:  Savior.  Faith.  Self-destruction.  Death and resurrection.  Alternate reality.  Rebirth.  Liberation.
Drawbacks:  Plenty of violence.  Cheesy dialogue.  A touch of Gnosticism.
Upsides:  Intelligent original plot.  Faith transcends the barriers of our physical reality.  Seemingly endless analogies to Christianity and other religions.  Even novices can find a few.
Quote:  Whoa.  There is no spoon.

The Mission  PG 
1986, Warner Brothers, Roland Joffé, director.  2 hour, 5 minutes.
Synopsis: The setting is in the 18th century and revolves around the selling of Spanish territory to the Portuguese in South America and the impact on the slave trade.  A successful and arrogant mercenary slave hunter, Mendoza, kills his brother in a fit of rage.  To pay his penance he refuses to arm himself but rather carries his armor and arms as a sign of his guilt.  He vows to join the church and with great labor travels to the interior of South America into the very jungle he once hunted the indigenous Guarani people.  Under the care of the peace loving Father Gabriel and his mission he serves.  Those Mendoza once oppressed free him from his guilt and his armor and welcome him into the community.  Unfortunately the mission is tragically located in the territory being transferred to Portugal.  The Portuguese want to close the mission and move the Guarani back into the jungle.  Mendoza now turns his passion and breaking his vow, turns his strength of arms in a vain attempt to save the mission community that has saved him.
Themes:  Redemption.  Sin.  Penance.  Forgiveness.  Dedication.  Church.  Faith. 
Drawbacks:  None.
Upsides:  Incredibly well acted.  Steeped in pathos, very moving.
Quote: How long must he carry that stupid thing?
Synopsis: They say it was the will of God that they came out of the jungle and built the mission. They don't understand why God has changed his mind.

Monty Python’s The Life of Brian  R
1979, Python (Monty) Pictures. Terry Jones, director. 1 hour, 34 minutes.
Synopsis: In 1st century, Brian Cohen is born...in the stable next door.  Within the Roman occupied Palestine Brian grows up in Jesus’ shadow and is himself mistaken as the messiah.  Jesus’ only appearance is a scene at the Sermon on the Mount, where he is misunderstood...leading questions such as: why would the Cheesemakers and Greeks be more blessed than anyone else?  As an adult, Brian joins the PFD (Peoples’ Front of Judea) an anti-Roman political organization, which is one of many completely ineffective separatist groups.  Brian is eventually captured by the Romans and is scheduled to be crucified along with dozens of other Jews.  Pilate eventually orders Brian's release, but in a moment parodying the climax of the film Spartacus, the various crucified people all claim to be "Brian of Nazareth", and the wrong man is released.  Abandoned by anyone who might be able to help him, the actual Brian remains on his cross, and is told by his fellow sufferers, in song, to "Always Look on the Bright Side of Life".  One aspect of the movie that is often attacked is this crucifixion scene.  It is important to remember, while the crucifixion of our Lord is unique and special to us, crucifixion was an ordinary and very common means of execution in the Roman Empire.
Themes:  Messiah.  Hypocrisy.  Blind following.  Roman occupation.  True Faith in the True Messiah.  Organized Religion
Drawbacks:  Some say blasphemy, others sacrilege.  I say irreverent. 
Upsides:  Does not actually mock Jesus or the Christian message, but does poke fun at Christians.  Intriguing character parodies.  Very funny and engaging. 
Quote:   Wow, so many to choose from.
Spectator: I think it was "Blessed are the cheesemakers". 
Wife: Aha, what's so special about the cheesemakers? 
Husband: Well, obviously it's not meant to be taken literally; it refers to any manufacturers of dairy products.
Quote: All right, but apart from the sanitation, medicine, education, wine, public order, irrigation, roads, the fresh water system and public health, what have the Romans ever done for us?
Quote: Jesus did, sir. I was hopping along, minding my own business, all of a sudden, up he comes, cures me! One minute I'm a leper with a trade, next minute my livelihood's gone. Not so much as a by-your-leave! "You're cured, mate." Bloody do-gooder.


O Brother, Where Art Thou?  PG-13 
2000, Touchstone Pictures. Ethan and Joel Coen, writers/directors.  1 hour, 46 minutes.
Synopsis: A thinly veiled interpretation of Homer’s Odyssey set in 1930’s Mississippi, three men escape a chain-gang and attempt to uncover a stash of stolen loot.  The trio (Everett, Pete and Delmar) encounter predominantly Christian influenced obstacles including a blind prophet, a man who sold his soul to the devil, a one-eyed Bible salesman, and enticing riverside sirens.  After encountering a full emersion baptism revival, the three finally make their way to Everett’s homestead.
Themes: False prophets.  Charletanism.  Piety.  Faith. Salvation.  Answered prayer.  Symbolism.
Drawbacks:  Some may think it is poking fun at Christianity...it isn’t.
Upsides:  Great music, bluegrass and gospel.  Quirky and humorous characters.  The Baptism scene is wonderful.
Quote: Penny: The only good thing you ever did for the gals was get hit by that train!  
Everett: Why are you telling our gals that I was hit by a train?  I tell you, I wasn’t hit by no train.

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest  R 
1975, United Artist. Milos Forman, director.  2 hours, 13 minutes.
Synopsis:  Randall Patrick (R.P.) McMurphy is arrested and to avoid jail time, poses as being mad.  While serving his time at a mental hospital, McMurphy discovers that many inmates are intimidated and oppressed by the authoritarian rule of head nurse Mildred Ratched.  McMurphy inspires and leads the patients to take charge of their own lives and treatment.  Ultimately, McMurphy is silenced, but not before freeing Chief Bromden, the now sane narrator, from his conditioned impotence.  It is noteworthy to mention that for all her faults, Nurse Ratched is not evil.  In that she does act in accordance with what she sees as doing good, she is not some kind of Machiavellian masochist.
Themes:  Christ-figure. Repression.  Freedom.  Salvation.  Forgiveness.  Redemption.  Suffering. 
Drawbacks:  Language and violence, but these are not gratuitous.
Upsides:  The audience is deeply drawn into the plight of the patients.  The selfless actions of McMurphy.
Quote: Mac... they said you escaped. I knew you wouldn't leave without me. I was waiting for you. Now we can make it, Mac; I feel big as a damn mountain.
Quote: Mmmmmm, Juicy Fruit.

The Passion of the Christ  R 
2004, 20th Century Fox. Mel Gibson, producer/director.  2 hours, 6 minutes.
Synopsis: This epic that focuses on the last 12 hours of Jesus's life -- from the betrayal, trial and death of Jesus to his brutal crucifixion and resurrection from the tomb.  The Passion is spoken entirely in Latin and Aramaic, and the violent Crucifixion scenes are incredibly graphic.
Themes:  Interpreted Passion narrative.  Suffering.  
Drawbacks:  Violence/brutality.  Some claim it is anti-Semitic.  Heightened role of Mary.  This interpretation intimates that it is the real story, but is partially based upon visions found in the diaries of St. Anne Catherine Emmerich (1774-1824) as collected in the book, The Dolorous Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ, The Mystical City of God by St. Mary of Agreda.  Some dislike sub-titles.
Upsides:  The story gets told and very well.  There is little doubt, the audience will understand suffering.  Compelling cuts and cross-sequencing.  Effective flashbacks.  Great film to watch before a discussion.  Hearing the native language.
Quote: Take this and drink. This is my blood, spilled for you and for many. Do this in memory of me.


Pay it Forward  PG-13 
2000, Warner Bros. Mimi Leider, director.
Synopsis: A young boy, Trevor McKinney, takes a school assignment very seriously.  The assignment: change the world.  His solution?  An idea he has to “pay it forward”, that is he will do something helpful for three people.  Instead of asking for a pay back, the person receiving is requested to do something helpful for three additional people.  In this way the actions of one can be multiplied exponentially.  What is unusual here is that Trevor is from a very troubled family situation, he lives with his abused alcoholic single-mother.  His teacher, Eugene Simonet is also a physically and emotionally scarred man.  The movie follows this ever widening circle of forward payments when tragedy strikes the McKinney family.
Themes:  Christ-like character.  Self-sacrifice.
Humanity.  Rising above situation.  Love for neighbor.  Alcoholism.  Abuse.
Drawbacks:  Occasional language.
Upsides:  Inspirational.  Uncomplicated plot.  Very consistent with Christian values.
Quote: Are you saying you'll flunk us if we don't change the world?

The Rapture  R 
1991, New Line Cinema. Michael Tolkin, writer/director. 1 hour, 40 minutes.
Synopsis: Promiscuous switchboard operator Sharon is intrigued by co-workers discussing “the pearl”.  At home she receives two strange visitors witnessing to the upcoming events.  She is “saved” and as a born again Christian she seeks to witness to other people in her life, most of whom lightly brush her off.  To this point the movie is a character study.  But once she heads to the desert on the prompting of a child prophet/evangelist she nearly commits suicide and the supernatural takes over.
Themes:  Character study.  Apocalypse.  Rapture.
Drawbacks:  Off-putting.  Christianity as an exclusive club.  Gives Christianity a bad name.
Upsides:  Broaches the topics: being saved and the rapture.
Quote:  Have you been saved?

The Robe  NR 
1953, 20th Century Fox. Henry Koster, director.  2 hours, 15 minutes.
Synopsis:  Roman Marcellus Gallio is exiled to Jerusalem and is called to carry out the crucifixion of Jesus.  Following the execution they cast lots and he wins Jesus’ robe.  Upon taking possession, he feels remorse, guilt and has nightmares.  In an attempt to understand, though not converting, Marcellus seeks out information about the man he executed.  He is also seeking his sanity by destroying the robe.  His servant, Demetrius, converted on Palm Sunday, defends the faith and imperils his own life, only to have it saved by the “reborn” Marcellus. 
Themes:  Faith.  Disbelief.
Drawbacks:  A bit long.  A fairly preachy speech at the end by Diana (Marcellus’ love interest).
Upsides:  It does nothing to give Christianity a “bad name”.  Interesting character study of a seeker in denial.
Quote: When it comes, this is how it will start. Some obscure martyr in some forgotten province, then madness. Infecting the legions, rocking the empire, then the finish of Rome.

Saving Private Ryan  R 
1998, Amlin Entertainment. Steven Spielberg, director.  2 hours, 49 minutes.
Synopsis: Three of four brothers are killed in action during WWII, two at Normandy and one in New Guinea.  An Army Chief of Staff, General Marshall, learns the mother will be given the news of her three sons at one visit and sympathetically sends 8 men into harm’s way to retrieve the “unaccounted for” brother and return him to his mother.
Themes:  Christ-like act.  Just war theory.  Humanity.  Compassion. Gratitude.
Drawbacks:  Bloody and violent.  Language.
Upsides:  Their mission is not to kill, but to save a man.  A fair representation of war.
Quote:  Every man I kill, I feel farther away from home.

Schindler’s List  R 
1993, Universal. Steven Spielberg, director.  3 hours, 15 minutes.
Synopsis: A greedy German factory owner, Oskar Schindler, has become rich exploiting cheap Jewish labor.  Then, uncharacteristically, Schindler acts against his own financial wellbeing undermining his own factory and risks his life to free 1,100 Jews from Auschwitz when he becomes aware of the treatment of Jews at the on-set of World War II. 
Themes:  Human dignity.  Love of neighbor.  Sacrificial love.  Principle.
Drawbacks: Graphic violence.
Upsides:  This is an “in-your-face” portrayal of the Holocaust.
Quote:  Stern, if this factory ever produces a shell that can actually be fired, I'll be very unhappy.

The Seventh Sign  R 
1988, TriStar. Carl Schultz, director.  1 hour, 37 minutes.
Synopsis: Abby Quinn, a pregnant woman, has a converted a room above the garage into an apartment and welcomes a strange new boarder, David Bannon.  The strange thing is, Bannon was sent from heaven and is bringing about the Apocalypse. Following scripture, Bannon is bloodying rivers, bringing about plagues.  A Vatican Emissary, Father Lucci, claims the events are “natural”; but Abby discovers her tenant's secrets, and realizes that her pregnancy may be playing a role in bringing about the seventh sign.
Themes:  Apocalypse.  Faith.  
Drawbacks:  Cheesy at times.
Upsides:  One of the better Hollywood productions of end times.  Makes for interesting discussions.
Quote:  How can one who cared so little for life give hope to the world?

The Shawshank Redemption  R 
1994, Castle Rock. Frank Darabont, director.  2 hours, 22 minutes.
Synopsis: Banker Andy Dufresne is framed for the double murder of his wife and her lover and is sent to serve his time at Shawshank prison.  There he is abused by other inmates.  He also meets the narrator of the story Ellis Boyd “Red” Redding and the two forge a friendship.  As time passes he uses his accounting skills while working for a corrupt warden to leverage special perks, not just for himself, but for his fellow inmates.  Andy comes to be admired by the other inmates for his integrity and especially for his sense of hope.
Themes:  Hope.  Rebirth.  Hope.  Christ-like act.  Hope.  Redemption.  Hope.  Justice.  Hope.  Resurrection.  Hope
Drawbacks:  Some brutal scenes.
Upsides:  Very well told story that always compels you forward.  The best film I’ve seen regarding hope and vigilance.  Some very incredible visual scenes including the “rebirthing” scene as Andy emerges from the water.  There is a lot of Christian symbolism to look for in this film.
Quotes:  Red on hope: Let me tell you something my friend. Hope is a dangerous thing. Hope can drive a man insane.
Quote: Andy on hope: Hope is a very good thing, maybe the best of things, and no good thing ever dies.

Star Wars (A New Hope)  PG 
1977, Lucasfilm.  George Lucas, writer/director.  2 hours, 1 minute.
Synopsis: Do I really need to describe this movie series to anyone?  On a remote planet a boy, Luke Skywalker, discovers that he has a special gift in connecting with the life Force of the universe.  He along with two androids (R2D2 and C3PO), an old Jedi master (Obi-Wan Kenobi), a smuggler (Han Solo), a princess (Leia) and a walking carpet (Chewbacca) work to overthrow the Empire which has illegitimately ascended to power and threatens the freedom of the universe.
Themes:  Holy Spirit.  Trinity.  Good versus Evil.
Drawbacks: Later on in the series we are introduced to midichlorians.  What they are confuse the issue of “the Force” somewhat: does the force actually come from midichlorians or are they markers of accessing the Force since they participate in the Force?  I believe they are part of the communion of all life.  Comparing the Force to the Holy Spirit can be dangerous since the Force and be used for Good or Evil.  
Upsides:  Ever try to explain the Trinity?  The Holy Spirit?  Well here’s your movie.  The whole series works towards this end.  As Obi-Wan Kanobe describes the force: It surrounds us and penetrates us. It binds the galaxy together.
Quote:  May the force be with you.  (What did you expect me to put here?)


The Ten Commandments  G
1956, Paramount. Cecil B. DeMille, director.  3 hours, 40 minutes.
Synopsis: This is arguably the best of the mid 20th century epics.  The story of Moses and the plight of the Hebrews comes to life in vivid Technicolor and in wide screen splendor.  As Hollywood does, there are a number of changes from scripture to screen, but they can be pointed out and then ignored as the majority of the story is so positively and well told.  The basic story line is that of Moses, an Egyptian prince turned leader of the Exodus.  Complete with the most incredible visual effects you have ever seen, provided you haven’t seen a movie since about 1957.
Themes:  The Exodus.  Slavery.  Justice.  Faith.
Drawbacks:  Moses does all the talking, Aaron is silent.  Who is this Dathan character?  Edward G. Robinson!?  Many people know this movie’s story line better than the actual Hebrew Scriptures.  Christian values and concepts are occasionally added to Moses’ dialogue.
Upsides:  A methodical and very complete telling of the story.  Dathan (yes I know I just panned him as a Drawback) provides the commentary of not only the audience but is the voice of the Hebrew community.
Quote: The evil that men should turn their brothers into beasts of burden, to be stripped of spirit, and hope, and strength - only because they are of another race, another creed. If there is a god, he did not mean this to be so.
Quote: If this god is God, he would live on every mountain, in every valley. He would not be the god of Ishmael or Israel alone, but of all men. It is said he created all men in his image. He would dwell in every heart, every mind, every soul.  (How very Christian of Moses to say this.)

The Truman Show  PG 
1998, Paramount. Peter Weir, director.  1 hour, 43 minutes.
Synopsis: A new-born child, Truman Burbank, has grown to adulthood having every second of his life broadcast on a 24-hour a day program.  The world has fallen in love with Truman although he himself is oblivious to the fact that everything in his life is a sham.  A number of incidents have recently occurred that make him suspect that there is something outside his periphery.  When he discovers the truth about who he is and what has happened, he is faced with a crucial decision.
Themes:  Reality.  Relationship to God.  Creation.  Power.  Life choices.
Drawbacks:  Some language. 
Upsides:  Interesting analogies.  Truman (true man) and Christof (Christ of).  Yet Christof lies and Truman is not truly a man.  Lots of symbolism.  Interesting dilemma.
Quote: We've become bored with watching actors give us phony emotions. We are tired of pyrotechnics and special effects. While the world he inhabits is, in some respects, counterfeit, there's nothing fake about Truman himself. No scripts, no cue cards. It isn't always Shakespeare, but it's genuine. It's a life.

2001: A Space Odysseus G
1968, COMPANY.  Stanley Kubric, director.  2 hours, 19 minutes.
Synopsis: This is the thinking person’s Sci-fi flick.  Sometime in the past, from somewhere, something or someone placed a monolith on Earth to monitor or accelerate evolution.  Upon reaching the moon another monolith is found, somehow signaling those someones that Earth beings have evolved enough to find it.  The question is has human kind or the computer evolved faster.  While seeking the next monolith in Jupiter’s orbit, astronauts David and Frank are in a life and death struggle with HAL, the ship’s intelligent computer.  Who will win this struggle and discover the answers to these mysterious monoliths only time will tell—in a sequel or two—or will it ever be revealed?
Themes:  Creation in our own image/in God’s image.  Science/evolution/creation.  Space and Human destiny.  Intelligence versus Artificial Intelligence.  
Drawbacks:  Very slow paced at the beginning and occasionally throughout.  Might not appeal to modern, short-attention span audiences.
Upsides:  A very intriguing and thoughtful film.  No bombs, bikinis or baseness.  Creates more questions than it answers...awesome.  Interesting to note, the HAL-9000 computer seems to have more emotion than any human being portrayed in the film.
Quote:  I'm sorry, Dave. I'm afraid I can't do that.
Quote:  Stop Dave, I’m afraid.

The Village  PG-13 
2004, Touchstone Pictures. M. Night Shyamalan, writer/director.  1 hour, 48 minutes.
Synopsis: A secluded community is held in fear by whatever lurks in the woods beyond its borders.  In a tacit understanding, the creatures do not enter so long as the villagers do not leave.  When one person, Lucius Hunt, leaves the compound, the agreement is shattered.  
Themes:  Manipulation.  Community.  Isolation.  Abandonment of society.  Children of recluses.  Cults.
Drawbacks:  A much better concept than production.  The audience may feel betrayed by the resolution.  The characters are supposed to be stoic, but come off flat.
Upsides:  Deals with isolated communities and self-imposed recluses.
Quote: Sometimes we don't do things we want to do so that others won't know we want to do them. 
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