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Abstract

The cinematic representation of prophets faces inherent challenges due to the gap between the
sacred language of religion and the narrative, visual language of cinema. In Abrahamic
traditions, prophets are divine intermediaries, moral exemplars, and bearers of revelation,
often characterized by sanctity, infallibility, and mystery. Sacred texts portray them as
manifestations of the divine; whereas, cinema relies on drama, storytelling, and humanization,
which can render prophets more tangible, humanized, or secularized. This tension raises
challenges such as excessive humanization, the omission of miracles, or the reduction of
transcendence, potentially altering public perception and collective memory of prophetic
figures.

Nonetheless, cinema’s aesthetic and semiotic tools can create spaces for religious experience,
allowing audiences to engage with the sacred while maintaining narrative appeal. This study
analyses key films—including The Passion of the Christ (2004), Noah (2014), Exodus: Gods
and Kings (2014), The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), Life of Brian (1979), and
Muhammad: The Messenger of God (1976)—to examine the narrative and visual strategies
used to balance sacred representation with cinematic storytelling. Findings suggest that
successful portrayals often employ indirect depiction, focus on surrounding characters, and
use music and lighting to evoke the divine. Overall, cinematic representations of prophets
reflect the tension between sacred and earthly narratives while shaping modern cultural
understanding of religious figures.
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The Representation of Prophets in Cinema:
The Tension Between the Sacred and Earthly Narrative

Extended abstract

The cinematic representation of prophets has always faced significant challenges,
stemming primarily from the fundamental difference between the language of
religion and the language of cinema. In the Abrahamic traditions, prophets are
regarded as divine intermediaries, bearers of revelation, and moral exemplars, often
characterized by qualities such as infallibility, sanctity, and mystery. Sacred texts
such as the Qur’an, Torah, and Bible portray prophets as manifestations of the
divine; yet, cinema, as a narrative and image-based medium, necessarily relies on
elements such as drama, storytelling, and humanization. These factors can reduce
the prophets’ transcendence to a tangible, humanized, and occasionally secularized
form, creating a fundamental tension between the sacred in religious texts and the
earthly narrative of film.

Key challenges in cinematic portrayals include excessive humanization, the erosion
of supra-religious dignity, the omission or naturalization of miracles, and a tendency
toward secular interpretations. While such depictions may foster audience
identification, they risk desacralizing prophetic figures and reshaping public
perception of these divine messengers. Additionally, cinema’s power to shape
collective memory can cement these portrayals in the audience’s mind as definitive
models, producing significant epistemological and cultural consequences.
Nonetheless, some scholars argue that despite cinema’s secular and narrative-driven
nature, the medium possesses unique aesthetic and semiotic capacities that can
facilitate religious experience and engagement with the sacred. Film can not only
represent religious content but also create a horizon for devotional experience,
offering audiences the potential to encounter the divine.

This study adopts an interdisciplinary and analytical approach to examine this
tension, focusing on key case studies such as The Passion of the Christ (2004), Noah
(2014), Exodus: Gods and Kings (2014), The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), Life
of Brian (1979), and Muhammad: The Messenger of God (1976). It investigates the
narrative and visual mechanisms employed in portraying prophets. Some films
employ strategies such as avoiding direct depiction of prophets, using indirect
narrative perspectives, emphasizing the reactions of surrounding characters, and
leveraging music and lighting to evoke a sacred atmosphere. A notable example is
Mustafa Akkad’s Muhammad: The Messenger of God, which preserves the film’s
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spiritual ambiance while maintaining cinematic engagement by refraining from
showing the Prophet’s face directly.

The findings indicate that the cinematic representation of prophets not only reflects
the tension between the sacred and the earthly narrative but also reveals profound
shifts in modern cultural perceptions of religious concepts. This article seeks to
identify both the challenges and opportunities in these portrayals and to explore
cinema’s role in redefining the place of prophets in contemporary culture.
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