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F o r ewo r d

Lights! Camera! Action! 
When we hear the director of a movie shout this phrase, we 

know things are really happening, and we eagerly anticipate the 
outcome. Who knows? Such a production may end up on the silver 
screen, or at least on our TVs or tablets.

Movies play a significant role in our lives. They permeate our 
culture. Not surprisingly, they impact the life of the Church too. 
That is the focus of this book. While this volume doesn’t examine 
movie production, it does explore the meaning and application 
of familiar movies and how they reflect, either closely or more 
distantly, biblical themes and principles. To put it a little differently, 
this book explores how movies affect us, especially as members 
of the Body of Christ. It also suggests ways in which we might 
legitimately and faithfully apply their lessons.

Our guide on this celluloid journey is the Rev. Dr. Jeffrey 
Skopak, a long-time pastor and movie lover. Currently serving at 
Grace Lutheran Church and School in Jacksonville, Florida, Pastor 
Skopak brings years of pastoral experience and innovative practice 
in ministry to his task of understanding and applying the lessons 
of a wide variety of movies—some well-known and some less so, 
some very recent and some a bit older. All of the movies treated 
here share a pointed message that Pastor Skopak successfully 
unpacks. What’s more, he applies the lessons of these movies to 
our lives as we seek to be faithful disciples of Christ and to reach 
out with the Gospel to our communities.
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In the late 1960s, the Lutheran Witness Reporter ran a column 
titled “Flick Chart,” which reviewed contemporary movies. Some 
people loved the column; others were critical due to some of the 
movies that were reviewed. Today it remains challenging for us as 
God’s people to decide what is appropriate for viewing and what 
is not. Some films aren’t worth watching, and frankly, others 
shouldn’t be watched. Still, many movies may be watched, and 
among those, some may provide us with helpful avenues to discuss 
weighty themes with friends and family who might otherwise be 
reluctant to engage in theological conversation.

It is in addressing this last category that Pastor Skopak succeeds 
so well. He offers a distinctively biblical and Lutheran approach to 
the movies he engages, one that is Christological, incarnational, 
sacramental, and missional. His careful and insightful treatment 
of common human joys and sorrows always points us in the end 
to the promise of salvation we have in Christ. Pastor Skopak’s 
invitational approach lends this book to sharing with family and 
friends who are in the Church and also with those whom we hope 
will join with us in the future.

So prepare yourself for a captivating expedition. The characters, 
themes, and life lessons that emerge throughout this book will 
change you. And I can assure you of this: you will never watch a 
movie the same way again!

Lawrence r. rast Jr. 
President, concordia theoLogicaL seminary

Fort wayne, indiana



DARKEN THE THEATER
I love movies! There, I said it! And I suspect, if you have picked 
up this book and started to read it, you love movies too. There 
is nothing quite like the anticipation, buildup, and waiting for a 
big-screen release. The possibilities running through your mind 
are endless. What actors and actresses will be in the cast? What 
will the music be like? What costumes, sets, and locations will be 
used by the director to bring the story to life? And the computer-
generated imagery (CGI)! What spectacular things will I see, feel, 
and experience with this much-anticipated movie?

There is a magical quality about going to the movies—the smell 
of popcorn, the darkened theater, the seemingly endless parade of 
previews to tantalize your imagination about upcoming features. 
And then it happens. The lights go completely dark. Words appear 
across the screen: “And now, the Feature Presentation—and don’t 
forget to silence your cell phone!” The reason you left the comfort 
of your home, purchased your ticket, and overpaid for a bucket of 
buttery popcorn is about to begin.

Movies are reviewed, critiqued, judged, and celebrated, and 
the lucky few are awarded. The very best of the best cinematic 
presentations take on a life of their own and are transported to the 
smaller screens in our homes. New movie repositories have emerged 
so that with a click of a button we can watch our favorites over and 
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over. Thanks to platforms such as Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime, 
Disney Plus, and HBO Max, we can revisit our favorite movies 
as often as we want. If that were not enough, we can physically 
possess the movies we love on DVD or Blu-Ray.

The Special Few
When I was a child, it wasn’t possible to own a movie that was 
formative and impactful in your life. Either you saw it on the big 
screen of a movie theater or you had to wait until it found its way 
to television—and so few movies ever made it there. So I did what 
any child would do. I nudged, pleaded, annoyed, prodded, and 
begged my parents to take me to see movies in the theater. Lucky 
for me, I have a brother who is eight years my senior. Why does 
that matter? My parents would often give him the task of taking 
his little brother (me!) to the movies when they didn’t want to go. 
Now, that doesn’t mean I got to see the movies I wanted to see. But 
I did get to the movies more than other kids my age. My brother, 
John, would take me to see movies he wanted to see—movies 
such as Jaws (I couldn’t go into the ocean that entire summer after 
seeing it!) and Tommy (all of a sudden I was introduced to the 
Who and Elton John). Those trips to the theater with my brother 
had a lasting and positive impact: his movie selections expanded 
my horizons and opened up a world I otherwise would not have 
experienced.

Every so often, a movie comes along that you must see. Missing 
it on the big screen is not an option. The date was May 25, 1977, 
and it was a Wednesday. An odd day to release a movie! But that 
was when Star Wars: A New Hope was released in theaters. The 
buzz and anticipation surrounding this movie were enormous. 
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People stood in long lines to buy tickets to see this movie on a 
weeknight. And like most children on that day, I wanted—no, 
I needed!—to go.

I wore my parents down like water eroding the sand on a 
beach. And they gave in! On Saturday, May 28, 1977, Edward and 
Louise Skopak did the unimaginable: they took me to the Menlo 
Park Cinema in Edison, New Jersey. We stood in an outrageously 
long line for our tickets. We bought a jumbo bucket of popcorn. 
We sat relatively close to the screen because the theater was full. 
And then the magic unfurled before our eyes—well, before my 
eyes at least. I don’t think my mother and father were caught up 
in the Star Wars craze. In fact, I’m not sure they stayed awake 
during the movie! But I was all in. My world changed in those 
two hours and five minutes. This movie was now a part of me.

At the time, I didn’t know the impact Star Wars would have 
on my life. Nor was I aware that this movie would traverse the 
wild waters of culture and become iconic. This was more than a 
movie. This movie was now a part of the culture. It would influ-
ence language, challenge technological boundaries, and even cause 
people to think spiritually. Star Wars would give birth to ten more 
films and counting, at the writing of this book.

The Star Wars franchise has made more than 10 billion dollars 
at the box office between its release in 1977 and 2019.1 This does 
not include the monies made from comic books, novels, cartoons, 
toys, video games, costumes, and everything else that comes along 
with a movie that has become part of the cultural landscape. And 
now, with Walt Disney Studios owning the franchise, Star Wars 

1  Ann Schmidt, “Star Wars Day 2020: Here’s how much the franchise has made at 
the box office,” Fox Business, May 4, 2020, https://www.foxbusiness.com/money 
/star-wars-day-box-office-profits.
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is finding new outlets on the small screen with spin-off shows. 
But wait! There is even more money to be made: Walt Disney 
and their global theme parks create rides and attractions—not to 
mention a high-end resort hotel—so you can be immersed in all 
things Star Wars. All of this is to say that Star Wars has found the 
intersection of cinema and culture, and it is very, very profitable.

The inTerSecTion oF  
cinema and culTure

Every so often, a movie—like Star Wars—becomes interwoven into 
the fabric of society. It becomes culturally relevant and transforma-
tive. The characters, lines, plots, and music transcend the screen and 
become a part of who we are, what we say, and what we do. What 
do I mean by culture? Culture is defined by the characteristics and 
expanding knowledge of a people. The United States Constitution 
begins, “We the people.” Culture is the “we,” and the “people” are 
the many individuals that make up society. Culture encompasses 
the language (including words and phrases), food, social habits and 
norms, music, art, sports, entertainment, and just about everything 
you can think of. Culture is the “we” in which the “people” live. 
And that culture is expressed, pushed, prodded, challenged, and 
expanded by what is played out on the big screen.

Maybe the easiest place to see cultural interaction with cinema 
is in the lines from the movies that are memorized by the audience 
and shared over and over. The characters and their use of language 
become a part of our cultural experience. They make us laugh, cry, 
mourn, celebrate, and search ourselves for deeper expressions of 
life. You can speak a famous line of a movie without mentioning 
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the movie’s name, and people will know the movie it came from 
and the character who spoke it.

How do I know this? I can’t go to a golf course without hear-
ing another golfer quote Carl Spackler, the greenkeeper played by 
Bill Murray in the movie Caddyshack. With a few drops of rain, a 
golfer will be quick to say, “I don’t think the heavy stuff’s gonna 
come down for quite a while.” This character and his lines are now 
a part of the culture. If I mention the words “grave danger,” my 
wife will immediately respond, “Is there another kind?” remind-
ing me that Colonel Nathan Jessup, played by Jack Nicholson in 
the movie A Few Good Men, has added more language to our 
cultural vocabulary. Movies speak to our hearts and become a 
frame of reference for our cultural interactions. You can cobble 
together lines from your favorite movies and carry on a full-blown 
conversation with another person and be relevant. This is a clear 
indication that movies are more than entertainment. They are 
cultural expressions.

The inTerSecTion oF  
culTure and FaiTh

I am sure that you have been wondering when the topic of faith 
was going to come up. After all, the book is titled Christ, Culture, 
and Cinema, and the first C in this book is Christ. As a child of 
God, you live as an alien in the midst of a cultural storm. Many 
things in the culture will challenge your good senses, buffet your 
morality, and wash over your biblically grounded principles. Jesus 
was aware of the challenges His followers would have living in a 
cultural hurricane, as His prayer to the Father shows:
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I have given them Your word, and the world has hated them 
because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the 
world. I do not ask that You take them out of the world, but 
that You keep them from the evil one. They are not of the 
world, just as I am not of the world. (JOHN 17:14–16)

Did you notice what Jesus said? “I do not ask that You take 
them out of the world.” Jesus’ desire is that you and I remain in 
the midst of the culture, the people. Although born anew through 
the waters of Baptism, claimed by God as His dear child, and 
blessed with the presence of the Holy Spirit in your life, you are to 
remain in the midst of the culture. You are to live in the midst of 
the people and speak faith into the collective “we.” You and I have 
been given the gift of the Holy Scriptures, and we are uniquely 
equipped to see the spiritual threads that are all around us. The 
culture sometimes seeks these spiritual threads, but it never really 
seems to find them. Why? It lacks the lenses of God’s Word to see 
them. Simply put, Jesus is asking us to be the people who speak 
faith into the collective “we” of our culture.

Being the people who interact and speak faith into the culture 
may place us in some uncomfortable situations. That is because 
the culture will drift and move away from Christ-centered faithful-
ness. One look at the movie industry reveals to us the uphill climb 
that we have. Since the institution of the movie rating system 
in 1968, over half of movies released have been rated R.2 The R 
rating stands for “restricted,” meaning those under age 17 must 
be accompanied by a parent or adult guardian. In other words, 
the content may not be appropriate for a young audience—or an 

2  Alissa Wilkinson, “Over half of the movies released in the past 50 years were 
rated R, according to new report,” Vox, October 30, 2018, https://www.vox.com 
/culture/2018/10/29/18037982/mpaa-r-rating-report-50-years-criticism.
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adult audience! Language, sexually charged content, drug abuse, 
and violence top the list of why a movie will be tagged with an 
R rating. And this speaks volumes. If more than 50 percent of 
the movies made since 1968 have received an R rating, then the 
culture must be clamoring for them. After all, they are willing to 
open their wallets and buy the movie tickets and the overpriced 
buttery popcorn to watch such films.

Where does that leave you and me? Let’s take our cue from 
the apostle Peter:

You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, take 
care that you are not carried away with the error of law-
less people and lose your own stability. But grow in the 
grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
To Him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. 
Amen. (2 PETER 3:17–18)

When interacting with the culture, you and I need to do a 
faith check. How are you doing? Where are you in your walk with 
Jesus? Am I strong enough not to lose the sure footing of my faith?

The inTerSecTion oF chriST,  
culTure, and cinema

And so we arrive at the intersection of the three: Christ, culture, 
and cinema. What does it look like when these three things meet? 
At the urging of my son, Jarod, I went with my daughter, Madelyn, 
to see the movie Joker, starring Joaquin Phoenix. Joker is rated R. 
This movie received media criticism, stirred up the law enforce-
ment, frightened theater owners, and created fear regarding the 
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potential violence that might ensue from those embracing chaos 
and disorder. I have to admit that when I sat down in the darkened 
theater, I looked around at my fellow moviegoers, trying to discern 
if they were there to enjoy a movie or cause chaos. What I found 
was mostly younger people (younger than me, anyway), chomp-
ing on chips and popcorn, waiting for the experience of this duly 
hyped movie—no chaos here.

What unfolded before my eyes was not anything I had expected. 
The movie was dark, and it kept getting darker right up to the 
very end. I was not bombarded with violence, bloodshed, and gore 
(although there was some of that). Rather, I was confronted with 
a character whose life was molded and shaped by circumstances 
beyond his control. Arthur Fleck (played by Joaquin Phoenix) is 
introduced to the audience during a meeting with a social worker, 
demonstrating profound depression and withdrawal, potentially 
overmedicated on psychotropic drugs, looking for a glimmer of 
care, support, and dare I say it, love.

As the movie unfolds, the audience learns that Fleck was 
adopted by a woman who was mentally unstable. He was abused 
physically and emotionally as a child by her boyfriend and removed 
from her home by the state, only to be reunited with her and 
given the responsibility to care for her as “the man of the house.” 
He lives his life with the false premise planted in his head by his 
broken mother that he is “happy.” Arthur Fleck is anything but 
happy. The irony is that he is a clown performer who is trying 
to figure out how to be a stand-up comic. He wants the world to 
laugh with him, not at him.

But the world laughs, and it laughs hard. Then it turns dark, 
condescending, reactionary (to his mental and emotional chal-
lenges), and in some cases even violent. Pushed to the brink by 
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accomplished and uncompassionate businessmen who physically 
assault him, Fleck breaks. His emotional and psychological bowl 
overflows, and chaotic violence ensues: two bodies lay dead in a 
subway car, with another body dead on a staircase after trying 
to escape. Gotham City is surprised, shocked, and horrified. The 
maelstrom that has created the Joker is in abject denial of any 
complicity in the creation of this chaotic mess.

Welcome to the twenty-first-century intersection of Christ, 
culture, and cinema. The broken, battered, beaten down, mar-
ginalized, and disenfranchised are all around us. Broken families, 
abused children, and bullying can be found everywhere you look. 
Social-media feeds are filled with horrible stories, and the societal 
reaction is almost universally the same: How can this be? How 
did this happen? We never saw this coming.

Maybe we never saw it coming because we never looked back 
to see where it was coming from. We failed to see our own failure 
to help the fractured, broken, and emotionally fragile of our society. 
We passed the buck and hoped someone farther down the line 
would help this person that we chose to ignore. But people are 
valuable! A person’s value and worth are found first and foremost 
in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. A person’s value is found 
in the God who “so loved the world, that He sent His only Son” 
(John 3:16). A person’s value is found in the knowledge that God, 
through Jesus Christ, values you more than anything in the whole 
universe. This personal value cannot be found in a pill or unearthed 
by time with a social worker, in the laughter of an audience, or 
in the overflowing of our emotions as we strike out in unbridled 
anger. A person’s value is found in the One who willingly came 
and willingly died for you.
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Because God willingly did all of this for us, because He came 
down to us to listen to, touch, heal, and hold broken people, then 
we, too, should be willing to serve those whom God so highly 
values. This type of care and compassion means valuing what God 
values. This type of love and concern means being merciful to 
those who have not been shown mercy. While Arthur Fleck might 
be fictional, people like him are all around us: people searching 
for love and compassion, seeking value and worth, desiring to be 
understood. They want people to laugh with them and not at them!

I did not want to see Joker. I’d much rather go to the movies 
to drift away in laughter or travel to some made-up science-fiction 
world. But by going to see this very dark movie, I was reminded 
of what happens when love doesn’t triumph, when mercy doesn’t 
reign, and when compassion is not expressed. As a minister of the 
Gospel, I was overwhelmed with a sense that I must do more for 
those worn down by life, the broken, battered, and beaten people 
who walk silently (and sometimes not so silently) around me in 
my community. I need to value as Jesus values because every 
broken life matters to God.

now whaT?
This is what the intersection of Christ, culture, and cinema can 
do! As we stand at this intersection, Jesus stirs our hearts, enlivens 
our faith, and pushes us into action. Movies can help us see things 
in a way that we otherwise wouldn’t have seen. Movies show us 
the culture for what it is and where it stands. Then, armed with 
our faith in Jesus, we can see where the Word of God needs to 
go. We see the yearnings of the culture for spiritual direction. 
We hear the echoes of spiritual truths in a culture that has no 
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biblical direction. That’s where we can step up, step in, and serve 
those around us. At that intersection, we can see and share the 
story of faith.

So grab your hot, buttered popcorn, pull up a chair, and get 
ready. The lights are about to go dark. The movie is about to begin. 
I have chosen a selection of movies with a variety of ratings from 
G to R. You don’t need to watch each movie in its entirety (but 
you should—you really should!). When I reference a specific scene 
in a movie, I have included the scene title and the time sequence 
in the footnotes. If you are not comfortable watching an R-rated 
movie, that’s okay. My descriptions of the various scenes should 
paint the picture for you, and you’re welcome to watch only the 
specific scene as referenced in the footnote.

Here is your challenge. As you move through the various 
“scenes” of this book, think about your own intersection with 
Christ, culture, and cinema. Consider your faith. The Holy Spirit 
works the gift of faith in us through the Word and Sacraments. 
We each live out that faith in unique circumstances and specific 
ways. Next, consider your culture—where you live and what has 
influenced your life. You bring these things with you when you sit 
down and watch a movie. My observations in this book have come 
about because of my intersection of Christ, culture, and cinema. 
But when you watch the same movies, you may see things that 
I don’t see or experience things I would never have experienced 
from watching the same movie! That’s the fun of cinema. Different 
people can watch the same movie and yet walk away with different 
impressions and feelings. You can journey through this book on 
your own or invite a friend (or a group of friends) to join you. That’s 
up to you. I better stop typing—they just flashed “Please silence 
your cell phone” on the big screen. The movie is about to begin!
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Discussion Questions

Before we venture to the first “scene”—the first chapter and movie 
discussion—I have some questions for you to consider. Discussion 
questions are also included after each scene.

1. Where do you like to watch movies—in the theater or at 
home? Why? What is your favorite genre of movies to watch? 
Why?

2. What was the first movie you ever saw in a theater? What do 
you remember about the experience?

3. What is your favorite movie? What movie can you watch over 
and over?

4. What are your favorite movie lines to quote? What are your 
favorite Bible verses to quote?
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5. What movie triggered thoughts about faith for you? What 
biblical characters, books of the Bible, or verses of Scripture 
came to mind because of this movie?

6. Define your culture. What influences have been critical in 
defining your culture? How has your faith interacted with your 
culture?

7. What movie has caused you to think spiritually? What movie 
has caused you to move toward interacting within the 
culture?

8. What thoughts expressed so far have challenged you?
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Several years ago, when I lived in the metropolitan New York 
area, a friend gave me two tickets to see the New York Jets play 
the Green Bay Packers. It was a cold December afternoon, and 
everything was on the line. If the Jets won, they were in the 
playoffs. If the Jets lost, their season was over. The stadium was 
supercharged that day, enclosing a sea of green-and-white winter 
coats, hats, gloves, scarves—anything with a New York Jets logo 
on it to keep you warm. Collectively and collaboratively, the large 
crowd had become an extension of the team on the field.

In the midst of the delirium and frenzied cheering, a camera 
zoomed in on one particular fan and projected his image on the 
large screens around the stadium—a man known to the New 
York Jets faithful as Fireman Ed. Edwin Anzalone, a New York 
firefighter during the week and superfan on the weekend, stepped 
out from the crowd. He was now above the crowd. In a very real 
way, he was in charge. Perched on top of his brother’s shoulders, 
he brought the 80,242 people packed into the stadium that day to 
a hushed silence. Then with bravado and fire, he led those same 
80,242 people in the famous New York Jets chant: “J-E-T-S! JETS! 
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JETS! JETS!” The crowd went into a frenzy. The players clearly 
felt it too! The crowd cheered as one, spoke as one, acted as one.

In that moment, I first came to experience anonymity in 
the crowd. I was no longer Jeffrey but rather part of something 
bigger, broader, and beyond myself. And Fireman Ed? He somehow 
transcended the crowd—above and beyond it, leading, directing, 
even orchestrating what the crowd would do. At that NFL football 
game, I experienced a theological moment, a personal conundrum, 
an uneasy feeling that I was not really in control of myself or my 
environment. The crowd had swallowed up my individuality, and 
I felt like I had somehow become anonymous to those around me 
and even to God Himself! I was no longer in control.

Sometimes, not being in control is okay. The lack of control 
might be a bit unsettling or bring a sense of loss or fear, but it 
frees us up to know that we don’t have to provide all the answers 
or solve all the problems. We don’t always have to take up the 
mantle and lead. The real discomfort comes when we realize that 
anonymity in the crowd is not always healthy or good for us, that 
within the cover of the crowd, we can get caught up in things 
that we would never say or do on our own.

where are The crowdS?
There are so many nooks and crannies of life in which we can 
find ourselves caught up in the crowd. It’s not just in stadiums 
for sporting events or concerts. In fact, crowds are everywhere:

• a crammed subway or train filled with other commuters

• a shopping mall during the Christmas shopping frenzy
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• highways and arteries in and out of the city while driving 
your car

• church on a Sunday morning

• social media

• a movie theater

• a civil protest

• a political rally

There is hardly a place left in life in which we don’t experience 
a crowd in some form or fashion. But before I go any further, let 
me explain what I mean by the word crowd. A crowd is a large 
number of people collected together in an identifiable space. With 
that understanding of crowd, it’s not hard to see how we can find 
ourselves in a crowd, sometimes unintentionally. We may choose 
to join a crowd. At other times, the crowd is forced upon us. 
No matter your definition of what makes up a crowd, one thing 
remains constant: within the confines of the crowd, you can begin 
to experience a sense of anonymity.

anonymiTy
When I was standing on my feet, freezing in a football stadium, 
I experienced a loss of self. My individuality was replaced with 
the collective of the crowd. We cheered as one, spoke as one, and 
eventually celebrated as one. The people who surrounded me 
influenced my feelings, emotions, and thoughts. Think of getting 
caught in a traffic jam—and I mean a really bad traffic jam. One 
person blows the horn, then another and another. Next thing you 




