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MICHAEL PRABHU JULY 21, 2021
Backstories: “The Chosen”

https://www.thecatholicthing.org/2021/07/21/backstories-the-chosen/ 
Brad Miner, July 21, 2021

I’m late to this celebration.
A few years ago, I began receiving email invitations to watch a crowdfunded TV series about Jesus. I ignored them. Then, more recently, friends began to ask me what I thought of the series, and I ignored them too. Finally, I decided to watch an episode or two, although mostly out of a perverse hunger to review it with the gimlet eye I bring to anything overhyped and under-produced.

Now, two full seasons into watching The Chosen (five more are planned), I happily admit I was wrong not to have begun watching when it was first released. Without a doubt, it’s the best-ever presentation of the life of Our Lord on film.

I’ve always been especially fond of Franco Zeffirelli’s 1977 miniseries, Jesus of Nazareth, which is both very painterly and very Catholic, features a truly all-star cast, and includes marvelous music by Maurice Jarre.

The Chosen, on the other hand – which is the brainchild of Dallas Jenkins – features an all-character-actor cast: the kind of actors whose faces you may recognize without knowing their names or remembering what you saw them in. Mr. Jenkins, who directs every episode and participated in writing all of them, threw a wide – you might say Galilean fisherman’s – net in casting his series: a very bold move indeed, given the schedules of working actors. It’s one thing to keep a cast together for one or two seasons . . . but seven?

My guess is he’ll succeed because one senses a remarkable work ethic in The Chosen’s production. I don’t want to dwell on production though – more important is to describe what makes the film both moving and riveting. But I will mention (in what sounds like one of those “go-into-a-bar” jokes), that a rabbi, a priest, and a minister have acted as consultants on every script, that the filming was done – for season one – in a re-created Capernaum in Texas and – for season two – at a re-creation of Jerusalem in Utah, and that the actors come from a number of different nationalities and faiths.

And it all comes together beautifully, in fact astonishingly so.

Without question, the key to any film about the life of Christ is the actor who plays the Lord. When you first see Jonathan Roumie as Jesus, you may be skeptical, but he’ll quickly win you over. The writing and directing help Mr. Roumie seem as he should: human and divine.

However, the humanity of this Jesus is not austere, as it has been in performances by most other actors who’ve portrayed Christ. It’s not that Mr. Roumie isn’t dignified but that he smiles and laughs and sings and dances – in the way a religious Jew of His time would have. As seen through the eyes of those who follow him, he slowly transitions from a remarkable teacher to the Messiah – in scenes subtle and clever, profound and funny. I am not suggesting The Chosen makes the Son of God a jokester. His humor is uplifting; it causes people to see themselves in a new, profound light.

Simon (or Peter, as we know he’ll become – played by Shahar Isaac) tells Jesus that the calling of the tax collector Matthew (Paras Patel) is bad idea. Jesus replies: “You thought it was wrong when I called you!” Simon says: “This is different.” Jesus says: “Get used to different,” which is a good guide for watching the series.
As the poster for season one (above) indicates, the title of the series refers not to the Messiah but to those whom He has called. Accordingly, the actor on the poster is Mr. Isaac. No doubt the script and Mr. Jenkins have instructed and directed each actor to find his or her character’s unique personality, quirks and all. And the quirkiest is Mr. Patel’s Matthew, who (at least so far) clearly suffers from obsessive-compulsive disorder.

There are the historical characters (those whose words and stories are known to us from Scripture), and there are characters created just for The Chosen. All of them have backstories. That’s exposition, a sometimes-necessary technique in drama that often becomes leaden. Not here though. The interactions between the fictional Roman praetor Quintus (Brandon Potter), who “runs” Matthew in both his tax-gathering and intelligence operations; or Thomas (Joey Vahedi) and his fictional girlfriend/business partner Ramah (Yasmine Al-Bustami), who first meet Jesus when they cater a certain wedding in Cana. Marvelous backstories for one and all.

From the Catholic perspective, there can be no backstory more compelling than the Blessed Virgin’s, played here by Vanessa Benavente. She is very much a Jewish mother, the ima of Jesus, who is always ready to help: famously at Cana, of course, but also in soothing the frazzled nerves of Mary Magdalene (Elizabeth Tabish).
Miss Tabish has some remarkable scenes involving Nicodemus (Erick Avari), who attempts to exorcise her demons, followed by a meeting between him and the man who succeeded in freeing Mary, in which Jesus explains the paradox of being born again.

Ms. Tabish has, so far, the most interesting character arc, going from distraught over the stir Jesus is causing, to joyful, to despairing, to more deeply joyful as she comes to realize who Jesus is.

Accessing the series can be a bit complicated. I was easily able to stream Season 1 from Amazon ($22.99), but the only way I found to watch Season 2 was on computer, probably because both my “smart” TVs are actually stupid.  But the Angel Studios website has both seasons – for free. So, if you don’t mind watching on a small screen (or if you’re better at getting website content to your television than I am), that’s the way to go.

Season 3 is in the works, and Mr. Jenkins and Angel Studios could use your help in crowdfunding it – and the projected four to follow.

So, now you know not to do what I did. Watch it. Now.

“The Chosen” Season 1 official trailer
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X-AJdKty74M 
3:37
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Why “The Chosen” is unlike any Jesus program you’ve ever seen
https://www.movieguide.org/news-articles/popular-articles/why-the-chosen-is-unlike-any-jesus-program-youve-ever-seen.html 
Jessilyn Lancaster

THE CHOSEN is unlike any Jesus program to date.
Gone are the actors who recite Bible verses in British accents.

Gone are the pristine robes and perfect sashes.

Gone is the stunted dialogue and cardboard personalities.

THE CHOSEN just feels … real. Episodes are like rugged snapshots into New Testament times.  Biblical characters have jobs, families, attitudes, flaws.

Simon Peter has a fiery temper but a soft spot for his wife. Mary Magdalene is demon-possessed but then transformed. Nicodemus has an insatiable appetite for knowledge and an earnest desire to know the truth about the Messiah. Matthew is calculated and obsessed with numbers. Zebedee is old but eager. John the Baptist legitimately looks like a crazed man who lives off grasshoppers. The Romans are pompous jerks. Thomas is incredulous and intrigued. The woman at the well is dirty, skeptical, rude, and then her eyes are opened.

Then there’s Jesus.

While the Gospel tells us Who Jesus is, THE CHOSEN shows Him having life-changing conversations and interactions. The actor speaks Scripture, but is far from the stoic, flat Jesus of movies past. He cracks jokes, He empathizes, He builds friendships, and, yes, He’s sassy.
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6:00 https://www.facebook.com/watch/movieguide/ 
“Playing the role of Jesus Christ is the preeminent honor, not only of my career but of my life,” Jonathan Roumie told FoxNews. “With this series, we’re afforded the opportunity to take our time with the greatest story ever told…and savor it.”

Roumie’s performances induce sobs. He adds depth to the stories many people have heard since childhood. Deliverance takes on a new meaning as viewers watch him cast demons out of friends. Freedom bubbles over as characters embrace the Master. Doubt fades as Scripture comes alive.

THE CHOSEN is having a profound effect as people watch faith transcend emotion.

VidAngel Co-Founder Jeffrey Harmon shared just how much of an impact is making around the world. In a LinkedIn post in mid-December, shortly after the debut of the full first season, Harmon wrote:

Rather than trying to ban Netflix’s Jesus, I would take a look at the MIND BLOWING STATS from the competing Jesus show “The Chosen”.
It also just launched, but completely outside of Netflix: - It’s the first series in history to be launched to every country on earth simultaneously via its own app http://thechosen.tv/app
-It is the first series I am aware of to maintain a 9.9 of 10 on IMDb with over 500 reviews (this alone is blowing my mind).
-#1 most crowdfunded media project of all time at ~$11 million.
-52+ languages currently in translation using the crowd.
-Already published in 4 languages (Portuguese, Spanish, English and Polish).
RESULTS JUST SINCE LAUNCH
-Over 350k people have downloaded the app
-70% of downloads are organic (aka viral)
-People from 156 countries around the world are watching, including China, Jordan, Israel, Syria, Iran, Iraq, Cuba…
-1.8 million episodes viewed
Our goal is to reach more than 1 billion people over the next 7 years. If Game of Thrones can do it, why not a series based on the best selling book of all time?  hashtag#sleeperhit hashtag#netflix hashtag#jesus hashtag#ban hashtag#viral hashtag#christmas
The eight episodes of season one are now available on VidAngel or through the app, The Chosen.
To read our review of the series, click here.
Watch the video to learn more about THE CHOSEN.

