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“Risen” 
 

  Kevin Reynolds’ Risen is one of the best religious movies, in years, due in large 
part to the fact that it doesn’t feel like a religious movie until the second half. We are presented 
with a side of the Resurrection story scarcely considered by artists, writers, and religious leaders: 
the reactions of the Roman authorities to the disappearance of the body of a martyred Jewish 
prophet. After all, to the Romans, Jesus of Nazareth was just a rabble-rouser exacerbating their 
precarious relationship with local Jewish authorities. The authenticity of the rumors surrounding 
his so-called “resurrection” is irrelevant—if the people believe them the results could be riots, 
turmoil, and upheaval. So when reports of an empty tomb surface, Pontius Pilate (Peter Firth) 
orders Clavius (Joseph Fiennes), an experienced and jaded tribune, to recover the body at all 
costs. 
 
 Essentially a police procedural, the first half follows Clavius going about his                
investigation with the meticulousness of a detective. Jewish cemeteries are ripped apart, bodies 
are exhumed for identification, and possible witnesses are arrested and interrogated. These 
scenes can be difficult to watch for their somewhat graphic content. Though the film boasts a PG
-13 rating, Reynolds doesn’t hesitate to linger on the more “scientific” aspects of crucifixion, 
Roman corpse disposal, and bodily decomposition. It’s one thing to read about how crucified 
criminals had their legs broken to speed up their dying. It’s quite another to actually see it. But 
these scenes are important in how they recontextualize the film as a kind of skeptic’s                 
investigation. Scoffing at the divinity of Jesus and the religion of the Jews, Clavius seeks rational 
explanations for the Resurrection even in the face of irrational evidence. At least, that is, until he 
makes a miraculous discovery and meets the Messiah among his disciples.  
 
 The second half of the film is a more traditional religious movie in that it assumes the 
divinity of Jesus and the authenticity of his teachings. There is no wiggle-room: Jesus is the son 
of God. We see him work miracles. We see him appear, disappear, and ascend into heaven. The 
last 30-40 minutes are basically the last chapters of the Gospel of Matthew as seen through the 
eyes of a tag-along Roman soldier. Though still told from Clavius’ point-of-view, the detached 
objectivity that made the first part pop evaporates as we watch Jesus heal the sick and apparently 
teleport. It’s a shame that Risen eventually resorts to such commonplace biblical reenactments 
after such a wildly original first half.  
 
 But my personal gripes aside, Risen remains a surprisingly clever, well-written, and heart
-felt piece of filmmaking. I feel that while it may have been a more effective tool for ministering 
to non-Christians if it had maintained a level of ambiguity over the authenticity of the                        
Resurrection, much spiritual nourishment can still be found in this film.  
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