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 Writing a Christian Movie 1 
Introduction 

Sherwood Pictures is a ministry of Sherwood Baptist Church in Albany, Georgia, started 

by associate pastors and brothers Alex and Stephen Kendrick. Seeing filmmaking as a way to 

impact the culture,1 they began making films affirming Christian values, first with Flywheel 

(2003), a film made for $20,000 about a used car salesman who finds Christ and becomes an 

honest man. Their second film, Facing the Giants (2006), about a high school football team that 

trusts in God and begins a winning streak, was picked up for theatrical distribution and, on a 

$100,000 budget, earned an unprecedented $10 million. But Sherwood’s success didn’t end 

there: their third film was Fireproof (2008), the story of a firefighter facing divorce whose father 

gives him a 40-day devotional which leads him to God and helps him restore his marriage. On a 

$500,000 budget, the film made $33 million, opening at number four at the U.S. box office.2 

The success of Fireproof led to more opportunities for Sherwood Pictures, including a 

fourth film, Courageous (2011), and a fifth to be released in the fall of 2015.3 But the film also 

opened the doors for what Ben Howard, senior vice president of Provident Films (distributor of 

Sherwood’s films), called “the dawning of the new era of independent Christian films.”4 Works 

such as Provident’s own The Grace Card (2010) and October Baby (2011), among others, have 

created a “brand”5 of films “made, marketed, and consumed by the same faithful audience.”6 

2014 has thus become “the year of the Christian film.”7 A decade after the success of The 

Passion of the Christ (2004) (which made over $600 million worldwide on a $30 million 

production budget),8 big-budget Biblical epics like Son of God, Noah, and Exodus: Gods and 

Kings have found wide theatrical distribution, but so have much smaller, independently produced 
                                                
1 Russell, James. “Evangelical Audiences and ‘Hollywood’ Film: Promoting Fireproof (2008).” Journal of American Studies 44.2 (2010): 391-

407. Academic Search Complete. Web. 
2 Hagerty, Barbara Bradley. “Christian Filmmakers Creating an Industry of Faith.” NPR. National Public Radio, 21 Feb. 2009. Web. 
3 Aaron, Charlene. “Kendrick Bros Taking Their Films Beyond Sherwood.” CBN News. CBN, 5 Sep. 2014. Web. 
4 Johnson II, Lucas L. “Leap of faith: 2 Bible Belt filmmakers expand box-office horizons.” The Associated Press. The Associated Press, 3 Aug. 

2014. Web. 
5 Foust, Michael. “October Baby’s Opening and Why Faith Movies are Succeeding.” LifeWay. LifeWay Christian Resources, n.d. Web. 
6 Sluis, Sarah. “Let There Be Light: Theatre Owners Become Believers in Box-Office Power of Faith-Based Films.” Film Journal International. 

Film Journal International, 28 Nov. 2012. Web. 6 Oct. 2014. 
7 McKay, Hollie. “Is 2014 the year of the Christian film?” Fox News. FOX News Network, 11 Apr. 2014. Web. 
8 Chattaway, Peter T. “The Noah Effect.” Christianity Today 58.4 (2014): 46-51. ProQuest Research Library. Web. 
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Christian dramas like God’s Not Dead and Moms’ Night Out, films about people learning about 

faith in everyday settings. And although these films are smaller in budget and scope, they make 

back a significant profit.9 The Passion may be the most recognized movie that has led this 

growing trend of faith-based films, but equal amount of credit is due to Sherwood Pictures – 

specifically, as Howard asserts, Fireproof. 

The film arguably had multiple factors behind its success. The film had a redemptive 

message, wholesome content, a Gospel presentation, an experienced lead actor, and a successful 

companion devotional book in The Love Dare by Alex and Stephen Kendrick, who had built 

with their previous movies a trust with their distributor and audience. Most of all, the film was, 

as Alex has told interviewers as he has talked about all of Sherwood’s films, “bathed… in 

prayer”10 by the filmmakers, volunteers, and congregation of Sherwood Baptist. 

But I would like to suggest another factor for the film’s success: its story. Fireproof and 

many other ‘Christian films’ are often criticized as “propaganda” that trade story and character 

development for “squeaky-clean moralism and sermonizing.”11 But even though these films can 

be heavy-handed with their spiritual message, does it mean that the actual story is automatically 

bad? In the case of Fireproof in particular, I have found that there is in fact a unique premise, a 

protagonist with weaknesses, and even a three-act structure, all of which make the film’s story as 

powerful as its message of faith, and I believe that it contributed to the film’s success. This essay 

will analyze the story structure of Fireproof and determine what was (or even what was not) 

done right, and in doing so will help identify why audiences responded to the story as well as 

how future faith-based filmmakers can be inspired to tell stories of excellent quality. 

This essay will go through the film scene by scene, identifying the significance of each 

one in relation to five notable and respected sources of screenwriting theory: Robert McKee, 

                                                
9 Levin, Erin. “Why Faith-Based Films Are Becoming Mainstream.” Rejuvenate. Collinson Media, n.d. Web. 
10 100huntley. “The Story Behind the Movie ‘Courageous’ – Alex & Stephen Kendrick.” Online video clip. YouTube. YouTube, 23 Sep. 2011. 

Web. 
11 “Fireproof, Blue Like Jazz, and the Faith-Based Film Industry.” CultureMass. ECL Digital, 16 Sep. 2013. Web. 
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whose book Story outlines three-act structure in detail from beginning to end; Joseph Campbell’s 

“Hero’s Journey” outline, refined by Christopher Vogler in his book and website The Writer’s 

Journey, detailing a more ‘mythic’ structure of drama; Syd Field’s ‘Paradigm,’ outlined in his 

book Screenplay, also outlining three-act structure and specific story elements; the late USC 

professor Frank Daniel’s “Eight-Sequence Approach,” dividing a three-act story into eight 15-

minute ‘sequences,’ explained in Paul Joseph Gulino’s book Screenwriting: The Sequence 

Approach; and Blake Snyder, whose book Save the Cat! contains the screenwriter’s own 

personal list of the elements of three-act structure, the ‘Blake Snyder Beat Sheet (BS2).’ 

These make up the most renowned screenwriting theories in recent years.12 Each writer 

has his own approach to screenplay structure, with his own terms for specific events in a story. 

Some of these approaches overlap or even contradict each other. But regardless of their 

differences, it is important for any screenwriter to know these theories as a basis of telling a story 

in a way that audiences will respond to. But I believe it is especially important for writers of 

faith-affirming stories such as Fireproof, so that they may know how a ‘Christian movie’ uses 

essential elements of screenwriting as well as Scripture to tell its story. I will therefore correlate 

each scene in the film to specific events in these five screenwriting theories.  

Also, as this analysis begins, I should specify what I mean by a “scene” in the film. 

McKee defines a scene as “an action through conflict in more or less continuous time and space 

that turns the value-charged condition of a character’s life on at least one value with a degree of 

perceptible significance.”13 He also writes that a typical two-hour-long film contains between 

forty and sixty scenes.14 In this essay, I have narrowed Fireproof down to fifty-three scenes. 

These include shorter moments in the film that combine to create a single action, for instance, 

two action sequences and three mostly silent montages. 

                                                
12 Moreno, Mario O. “Screenwriter’s Guidepost: Is Screenplay Structure Theory Ruining Movies?” Script Magazine. F+W, 3 Sep. 2013. Web. 31 
Oct. 2014.  
13 McKee, Robert. Story. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1997. Print, 35. 
14 McKee, 210. 
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Act One 

The first scene is a prologue, a mother tucking in her daughter Catherine at night 

(offscreen, as the camera pans to show images of Catherine’s room, including toy fire trucks and 

a photograph of her and her firefighter father).15 Catherine tells her mother that one day, she 

wants to marry a man like her father. This prologue is what Snyder calls the “opening image… 

the very first impression of what a movie is – its tone, its mood, the type and scope of the 

film.”16 Field calls it a “visual ‘grabber,’ an opening that grabs you by the throat and seizes your 

attention… to boldly establish the style and tone of an entire screenplay.”17 And while the 

prologue of Fireproof isn’t exactly ‘throat-grabbing,’ the innocent conversation between mother 

and daughter does set the film up to be a sensitive melodrama. This prologue also establishes the 

relationship that Catherine has with her mother (which was director Alex Kendrick’s intention, 

according to the film’s audio commentary from him and his brother, producer Stephen 

Kendrick), as well as the back-story of Catherine’s father’s job as a firefighter (a back-story only 

mentioned briefly in the film but explained in detail in the film’s novelization18).  

This opening, however, does not introduce Caleb, the protagonist – and while Catherine 

is certainly a main character, it is Caleb’s journey that the plot follows closest. His introduction 

comes after the opening credits roll, as we see him and his firefighter colleagues returning to the 

fire station after a rescue. Two major plot elements occur in this second scene, the first appearing 

as Caleb scolds rookie firefighter Eric for disobeying orders and leaving another fireman, Terrell, 

during the rescue. “You never leave your partner,” Caleb tells him, “especially in a fire.” This 

line is the film’s ‘theme stated,’ an idea that Snyder explains: “Somewhere in the first five 

minutes of a well-structured screenplay, someone (usually not the main character) will… make a 

                                                
15 Unless otherwise noted, all information about Fireproof and its making comes from the film, director and producer’s commentary, and behind-
the-scenes featurettes on the special collector’s edition DVD of the film. 
16 Snyder, Blake. Save the Cat! The Last Book on Screenwriting You’ll Ever Need. Studio City: Michael Wiese Productions, 2005, 72. 
17 Field, Syd. Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting. 2nd ed. New York: Bantam Dell, 2005, 128. 
18 Wilson, Eric. Fireproof. Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008, 4. 
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statement (usually to the main character) that is the theme of the movie.”19 Caleb makes this 

statement again in the film’s third act, signifying his character change that the rest of the story 

reveals. (It’s interesting to note, however, that the main character is actually the one stating the 

theme here. But arguably, it makes the device more powerful, for although Caleb knows this 

code of conduct at work, he cannot yet apply it in his own personal life.) 

This moment also marks what Snyder calls the “set-up” where the writer has “introduced 

or hinted at introducing every character in the A story,”20 that is, the Central Plot. Daniel and 

Gulino call this the beginning of “Sequence A” which addresses “who, what, when, where, and 

under what conditions the picture will take place—the exposition.”21 Campbell and Vogler refer 

to this as “The Ordinary World. …The hero is shown against a background of environment, 

heredity, and personal history. Some kind of polarity in the hero’s life is pulling in different 

directions and causing stress.”22 And in a following scene where Caleb is at home arguing with 

Catherine, there is indeed stress that needs to be dealt with – although, rather than showing the 

audience visually any of the problems in their marriage, the film reveals them all through 

dialogue instead. Field warns against doing this: “Setting up your story by explaining things 

through dialogue slows down the action and impedes the story progression.”23 

What the film does show before this, however, is what I will call the ‘subplot’s inciting 

incident,’ based on McKee’s writing: subplots “may be used to contradict the Controlling Idea of 

the Central Plot… and enrich the film with variations on a theme.”24 Catherine, who has less 

screen time than Caleb in the film, is treated as more of a subplot than part of the Central Plot, 

with her own interests to attend to – primarily her mother, silent from a stroke, who is in need of 

a new bed. Her ‘Inciting Incident’ happens when, at work in a hospital, she literally runs into 

                                                
19 Snyder, 73. 
20 Snyder, 75. 
21 Gulino, Paul Joseph. Screenwriting: The Sequence Approach. New York: Continuum, 2004, 14. 
22 Vogler, Christopher. “The Hero’s Journey Outline.” The Writer’s Journey. Storytech Literary Consulting, n.d. Web. 23 Oct. 2014. 
23 Field, 107. 
24 McKee, 227. 
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Gavin Keller, a doctor with an interest in her. Catherine’s subplot will act as a contrast to Caleb’s 

journey; while she wanders from her marriage, he ultimately will try to save it. 

But for right now, Caleb has no interest in doing so, as he laments to his firefighter 

colleague Michael about feeling disrespected by Catherine in the next scene as they exercise. 

This scene serves not only as an introduction to Michael, who acts as a ‘mentor’ figure for Caleb, 

but it also serves as an alternate statement of the theme, this time as advice being given to the 

main character. Michael tells Caleb, “A woman’s like a rose. If you treat her right, she’ll bloom. 

If you don’t, she’ll wilt.” Snyder writes, “The rest of the screenplay is the argument laid out… 

looking at it, pro and con, from every angle.”25 Fireproof does just this, showing the 

consequences of treating a spouse well or not, and Caleb’s journey to discovering this happens in 

the next scene, another argument that night between him and Catherine at home.  

The arguing and nagging between each of them goes on until finally, Caleb snaps, yelling 

in Catherine’s face and prompting her to tearfully say: “I want out.” This moment can be 

identified as the film’s ‘Inciting Incident,’ according to all of these screenwriting theorists. 

McKee writes that this is the moment that “radically upsets the balance of forces in the 

protagonist’s life.”26 Field says that “(1), it sets the story in motion; and (2), it grabs the attention 

of the reader and audience.”27 Other theorists agree, although they refer to the event by different 

names: Gulino calls the event “the point of attack… the first intrusion of instability on the initial 

flow of life, forcing the protagonist to respond in some way.”28 Campbell and Vogler refer to it 

as the “Call to Adventure… something shakes up the situation… so the hero must face the 

beginnings of change.”29 Snyder calls it the “catalyst… in the set-up you, the screenwriter, have 

told us what the world is like and now in the catalyst moment you knock it all down.”30 

                                                
25 Snyder, 74. 
26 McKee, 189. 
27 Field, 131. 
28 Gulino, 14. 
29 Vogler. “The Hero’s Journey Outline.” 
30 Snyder, 76. 
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Whatever the name for the event may be, all of these writers agree that this is the moment 

where the protagonist has to begin on his journey. In Fireproof, Catherine verbally makes it clear 

here for the first time that she wants a divorce, and Caleb has a visible reaction to it. However, 

the Inciting Incident is weak in the sense that, although this is where the story begins, it doesn’t 

‘radically upset’ Caleb’s life. It’s evident that he and Catherine have been struggling in their 

marriage, and so the mention of divorce is frankly not upsetting enough. Furthermore, their 

marital problems have solely been expressed through dialogue at this point, and so they become 

rather generic as the filmmakers try (deliberately, as they acknowledge in the audio commentary) 

to fit in several different marital issues for them to argue about. The only way that the audience 

would be able to identify with their problems is if married couples were to see the film and had 

experienced specific issues of their own; other audience members may feel alienated. 

It’s worth noting, however, that compared to the other films of Sherwood Pictures, the 

Inciting Incident of Fireproof is perhaps their strongest. By comparison, the Inciting Incident of 

Flywheel occurs around minute 26 of the 110-minute film, when a pastor’s convicting prayer for 

a dishonest salesman sends him on a journey to reconcile with God.31 The Inciting Incident in 

Facing the Giants is hard to identify, as the characters face multiple adversities throughout the 

first act that culminate in minute 30, when the main couple learns of their inability to conceive.32 

But by spending less time in set-up and beginning the Central Plot around minute 10, Fireproof 

reveals stronger, improved storytelling on the part of the filmmakers – although, interestingly, 

the Inciting Incident of their next film, Courageous, while an emotionally charged event (the 

death of the protagonist’s daughter), doesn’t happen until minute 43 of the 130-minute film.33 

As Fireproof continues, Caleb and Catherine angrily go to bed in separate rooms 

(Catherine even takes off her wedding ring and throws it in her dresser drawer), and the next 

                                                
31 Unless otherwise noted, all information about Flywheel and its making comes from the DVD edition of the film. 
32 Unless otherwise noted, all information about Facing the Giants and its making comes from the DVD edition of the film. 
33 Unless otherwise noted, all information about Courageous and its making comes from the Blu-ray edition of the film. 
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series of scenes is what Snyder calls the “debate… the last chance for the hero to say: This is 

crazy. And we need him or her to realize that. Should I go? Dare I go?”34 Gulino calls this the 

beginning of “Sequence B,” which sets up “the main tension… posing the dramatic question that 

will shape the rest of the picture. Most commonly, the protagonist… spends the second sequence 

attempting to grapple with the destabilizing element introduced into his or her life.”35  

Indeed, Caleb finds himself facing the possibility of divorce, as well as its consequences, 

and he is conflicted about what to do to resolve the situation. The next day, in the fire station 

bay, he feels conviction as he hears Michael speaking lovingly to his wife. That night, he tells 

Michael about his troubles in a scene intercut with Catherine lamenting similarly at dinner to her 

coworkers. (This scene is played more for laughs than for drama, as the Kendrick brothers 

believe in creating a “rhythm where you interject humor now and then to keep a good emotional 

breathing pattern going.”)  

But the scene concludes with Michael asking Caleb in all seriousness if he thinks there is 

any hope for his marriage. Caleb replies, “I don’t have a reason to return,” signifying what 

Campbell and Vogler refer to as the story’s “Refusal of the Call. The hero feels the fear of the 

unknown and tries to turn away from the adventure…”36 Caleb clearly has no hope that his 

marriage will be saved, although, rather than feeling so out of fear, he seems to be feeling so out 

of apathy. This makes the refusal a weak moment in the story, but a refusal nonetheless. This 

apathy is also felt in a later scene, when Caleb receives a call from his father and tells him that he 

thinks his marriage is finished, prompting the father to ask to come to his house the next day. 

This scene leads into the film’s first action set piece, as Caleb and his crew go to rescue a 

damaged car on train tracks before a train comes. This is the first of two fire rescue sequences, 

each showing in detail “a call from beginning to end” so that the audience can see Caleb and the 

                                                
34 Snyder, 77. 
35 Gulino, 15. 
36 Vogler, “The Hero’s Journey Outline.” 
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firefighters on duty, but how these sequences fit into the Central Plot of the film is hard to 

discern. On the one hand, these sequences do give a more in-depth look into the jobs of the 

protagonist and his colleagues, not only detailing their routine but also the danger that they often 

face, shown especially by Michael as he comes close to losing his life once the train passes. The 

sequence even leads to a scene in the fire station where Michael, Terrell, Caleb, and others talk 

about life after death, introducing the aspect of faith into the narrative. And because the film 

shows Caleb as a leader among his coworkers, organizing the rescuing of the car off the train 

tracks, the audience feels more empathy for him, an idea after which Snyder named his book 

Save the Cat! “…The hero does something – like saving a cat – that defines who he is and makes 

us, the audience, like him.”37 After all the arguing and complaining he’s done so far to the people 

around him, we finally see Caleb doing something good: saving lives. 

On the other hand, the fire rescue has nothing to do with the film’s Central Plot: Caleb’s 

journey to save his marriage. The audience may visually see the contrast between the sense of 

heroism that he receives at work and the lack of respect at home, but because Caleb already 

mentioned this verbally to Michael in the scene at the gym, that concept becomes redundant. 

Perhaps this scene could have been placed differently in the narrative and would have helped the 

story flow – for instance, the second scene where Caleb tells Eric to never leave his partner in a 

fire. If this rescue had been portrayed in the film instead of just talked about after it happened, 

maybe the story would have progressed better, and there would have been a better reason for a 

mission to be shown onscreen. 

This is all ultimately left to speculation, but the plot does move forward after the mission, 

as we cut to the next day as Caleb’s mother and father arrive at his house. This scene reinforces 

Caleb’s ‘Refusal of the Call,’ as he laments to his parents that it’s Catherine who is causing all 

the problems in their marriage, although his mother tries to encourage him to consider 

                                                
37 Snyder, xv. 
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Catherine’s point of view. This scene also introduces the subplot of Caleb’s tension with his 

nagging mother, which, although it doesn’t follow McKee’s characteristics for a three-act 

subplot, still builds throughout the story and leads to an effective conclusion in the third act.  

This scene and the next (Caleb and his father walking and talking alone through the 

woods, passing an old wooden cross used for a former summer camp), also introduce the concept 

that Campbell and Vogler refer to as “Meeting With the Mentor. The hero comes across a 

seasoned traveler of the worlds who gives him or her training, equipment, or advice that will help 

on the journey.”38 This is precisely what Caleb’s father does as he speaks to his son: he too faced 

divorce two years before and was only able to restore his marriage by trusting in God. But not 

only does Caleb’s father give him verbal advice, but he asks Caleb to hold off on a divorce for 40 

days so that he can send him something in the mail to help him with the process, which turns out 

to be The Love Dare devotional book. Caleb is skeptical about faith and pessimistic about his 

own marriage, but he agrees to do the devotional to satisfy his father’s request. 

This decision happens at minute 28 of the film, but Caleb does not begin the devotional 

until receiving it in the mail later on, at minute 33. Subsequently, there are a few more scenes 

before the second act truly begins, the first of which is Catherine having lunch with Gavin at the 

hospital. This is not only a step forward in her subplot, but it is what Snyder calls “the B story”, 

which usually occurs on page 30 of a screenplay.39 Earlier in his book, Snyder writes of the three 

acts of a film being labeled as “thesis, antithesis, and synthesis,” with the thesis being the set-up 

and theme stated.40 The antithesis begins with the B story, “very often a brand new bunch of 

characters. …But since Act Two is the antithesis, they are the upside down versions of those 

characters who inhabit the world of Act One.”41 Although the film has already introduced 

Catherine and Gavin, they have had less screen time than Caleb, but we see more of them as their 

                                                
38 Vogler, “The Hero’s Journey Outline.” 
39 Snyder, 79. 
40 Snyder, 76. 
41 Snyder, 80. 
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“B story” develops. And as they begin an extramarital relationship (albeit one that doesn’t go 

very far), they present a contrast to Caleb’s ultimate journey of trying to save his marriage. 

The next scene features young firefighter Wayne dancing in front of a mirror and 

pretending to talk to a woman, and Terrell sees him and laughs at him. Although this scene 

provides a relieving moment of humor, as the filmmakers intended, this scene (and other scenes 

where Wayne embarrasses himself) are ultimately unnecessary as they do not follow a three-act 

structure or affect Caleb in his journey. In the scene following this, however, Michael sits with 

Caleb and warns him to be careful about his motives, making this an additional ‘meeting with the 

mentor’ moment (especially after it is revealed later in the film that Michael once experienced 

divorce himself). Michael ultimately becomes a mentor to Caleb as much as, if not more so than, 

Caleb’s father does, because of his guidance and encouragement as well as his proximity to 

Caleb as his coworker. Finally, in the next scene, Caleb receives The Love Dare in the mail, and 

his journey begins – as does the film’s second act. 

Act Two: Part One 

Different screenwriting theorists have different names for the beginning of Act Two. 

Snyder calls it the “break into two… we leave the old world, the thesis statement, behind and 

proceed into a world that is the upside down version of that, its antithesis”42 (although, in 

Fireproof, the ‘B story’ and ‘antithesis’ begin before the act break). McKee calls it the “Act One 

Climax,” a major reversal occurring 20 or 30 minutes after the Inciting Incident.43 Field calls it 

“Plot Point I, the key incident of the script… that sets in motion the entire screenplay.”44 And 

Campbell and Vogler call the event “Crossing the Threshold… the hero commits to leaving the 

Ordinary World and entering a new region or condition with unfamiliar rules and values.”45 

                                                
42 Snyder, 78. 
43 McKee, 222. 
44 Field, 145. 
45 Vogler, “The Hero’s Journey Outline.” 
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Caleb certainly experiences unfamiliarity as he begins The Love Dare, also beginning the 

film’s section that Snyder labels “Fun and Games… the promise of the premise… where we 

aren’t as concerned with the forward progress of the story – the stakes won’t be raised until the 

midpoint – as we are concerned with having ‘fun.’”46 In the next several scenes, we see Caleb 

reading the Love Dare challenges for the first few days. Day one, Caleb’s challenge is to not say 

anything negative to his spouse, which he manages to do after receiving a bitter comment from 

Catherine. Day two, Caleb has to do an unexpected act of kindness for his spouse, and that 

morning, he pours her coffee (which she doesn’t drink). Day three, he has to buy something nice 

for Catherine, and he calls the local flower shop and buys the cheapest set of flowers and 

chocolate that he can get, which is met by Catherine with disgust. 

But it’s all played for laughs, and the scenes not only interject more humor, but they also, 

as Snyder says, present Caleb’s situation lightly before “raising the stakes” later on. Also, in 

these scenes, Caleb does the Love Dare challenges putting in the least amount of effort possible, 

creating the humorous results. According to Gulino, Caleb’s beginning The Love Dare marks the 

beginning of “Sequence C… People being what they are, characters tend to choose the easiest 

solution to the problem, hoping it will be resolved immediately.”47 It isn’t until later on that 

Caleb’s father calls him out on this, a scene that occurs closer to the end of the sequence.  

The ‘fun and games’ continue in the next scene as Caleb and his coworkers sit in the 

kitchen listening to Wayne brag on himself. Caleb then dares Wayne to chug a bottle of hot 

sauce after Caleb drinks one himself (although he secretly replaced his with tomato juice), and 

Wayne gets humiliated when he can’t drink all the hot sauce. The scene brings levity to some of 

the more serious subject matter, but again, because Wayne’s subplot connects very little with 

Caleb’s, the scene is ultimately unnecessary. (Even in the film’s novelization, Wayne’s subplot – 

although this incident becomes more of a running joke throughout the story – still has little 
                                                
46 Snyder, 81. 
47 Gulino, 15. 
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payoff.48) But the scene also, in a way, contradicts what this portion of the film is supposed to be 

about: Caleb is frustrated by Catherine’s lack of response to his Love Dare attempts, so why 

would he be in a good enough mood to pull this prank in the first place? Shortly after, Caleb calls 

Catherine at work to check on her (to little avail), and while he’s not frustrated, he’s not in good 

spirits either. So the scene is not only unnecessary to the narrative, it’s out of character for Caleb. 

Regardless, the story moves forward after Caleb’s phone call to Catherine, as she talks to 

her coworkers at the hospital about Caleb’s strange behavior, and they convince her that Caleb is 

buttering her up for a divorce. This scene transitions the film from humor to more serious drama, 

as the tension between Caleb and Catherine begins to grow here. This is the section that 

Campbell and Vogler refer to as “Tests, Allies, and Enemies. The hero is tested and sorts out 

allegiances in the Special World.”49 Caleb’s efforts begin to face serious opposition here as 

Catherine’s bitterness towards him increases – but to be fair, the story presents Catherine as 

having good reason to believe what her friends are telling her. She comes home from work that 

day, sees Caleb on the computer, and calls him out for looking at online pornography (which he 

has a habit of doing), and another argument ensues. Later in this scene, Caleb goes outside and 

angrily complains about his situation to his father, who encourages him.  

But as the next scene shows Catherine talking to her mother and crying about not feeling 

valued, Catherine becomes just as empathetic a character as Caleb, and her subplot becomes 

stronger. But the irony is that the filmmakers didn’t originally intend for this, particularly this 

last scene between Catherine and her mother, which was written on set. Stephen Kendrick says 

that they wanted “to help the audience connect emotionally with what Catherine was going 

through… If [a woman’s] husband is looking at pornography, how does it affect [her] sense of 

worth and value?” These are important issues that should be addressed, but the fact that they 

were not considered as early on in production calls into question the amount of attention that 
                                                
48 Wilson, 116. 
49 Vogler, “The Hero’s Journey Outline.” 



 Writing a Christian Movie 14 
Catherine’s character was given. Perhaps if more time had been spent developing her character, 

the film would not present Caleb as the protagonist and Catherine as more of a subplot, but it 

would instead treat both husband and wife as equal protagonists in the fight for their marriage. 

Again, this is all left to speculation, as the film transitions to one of three montages, this 

being the briefest with shots of Catherine at work developing her relationship with Gavin as 

another hospital worker, Anna, looks on. (We also briefly see Caleb conflicted about going to 

use the computer, but the majority of the montage is devoted to Catherine.) Her journey is about 

to intersect with Caleb’s after a scene where, at a cookout with his coworkers, he reads that day’s 

challenge, to ‘study’ his wife, to Michael, and Michael encourages him to go all out for her, even 

preparing a candlelit dinner. These scenes, starting with Catherine’s lamenting to her mother 

(occurring around minute 46), would be the point for “Sequence D” to begin, according to 

Gulino: “The fourth fifteen-minute sequence finds the first attempt at resolution failing, and sees 

the protagonist try one or more desperate measures to return his or her life to stability.”50 

Following this scene is the conclusion of Wayne’s contribution to the story, when Caleb 

reveals that “it was tomato juice” and only that night does Wayne realize what he meant, and 

he’s not happy. Again, these scenes are only meant to add humor into the narrative – although 

Wayne, a single man bragging about being what women want, offers a variation on the idea of 

love being hard work, as Caleb is indeed finding out. (It’s also worth noting that Terrell, who 

interacts with Wayne in his scenes, had a subplot of his own where he doubts Christianity but 

later goes to Caleb for counsel after his wife has moved out, and Caleb gives him The Love Dare. 

“He’s an atheist in the movie,” Alex says; “We ended up pulling some of those elements out, 

because that was really a distracting subplot from where we wanted to go.”) 

The main narrative reaches an important point when Catherine comes home that night to 

find the candlelit dinner that Caleb’s prepared. She retreats briefly to her room, still confused by 
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his actions (but convinced by her coworkers that he has ill intentions), and she finally comes out 

and tells him: “I do not love you.” She goes back to her room, shuts the door, and cries, while 

Caleb, anger building inside, puts out the candles at the table and calls his father, who promises 

to come over to his house the next day to talk to him. 

Catherine’s subplot (as the film reaches the 51-minute mark) comes to a significant plot 

point as she rejects Caleb’s efforts, leading to her growing journey of getting closer to Dr. Keller. 

This is appropriate timing, as McKee marks a three-act subplot’s Act One Climax at the 50-

minute mark of a 120-minute film.51 But this moment is just as significant, if not more so, in 

terms of Caleb’s character arc, acting as what Field would call “Pinch 1,” one of “two more 

orientation points… that drives the plot towards its goal.”52 Although scenes of Caleb’s efforts 

have been played to humorous effect earlier, this scene reminds the audience of the seriousness 

and the stakes of his situation.  

Those stakes lead into the next scene that acts as the film’s Midpoint, where Caleb and 

his father walk through the woods again and discuss Caleb’s situation. Different screenwriting 

theorists have different names for this moment in the narrative, but they can all agree that it is an 

important one. Field, Daniel, and Snyder all refer to it as the Midpoint; Snyder adds, “It’s the 

point where the fun and games are over. It’s back to the story!”53 McKee calls it “the Mid-Act 

Climax… a major reversal in the middle of Act Two, expanding the design from three acts to… 

four acts, accelerating the mid-film pace.”54 Gulino refers to the event, the end of “Sequence D,” 

as the “First Culmination or Midpoint Culmination of a film… a revelation or some reversal of 

fortune that makes the protagonist’s task more difficult.”55 Campbell and Vogler, however, refer 

to the middle of a film quite differently: they write about the “Approach” where “the hero and 

newfound allies prepare for the major challenge in the Special World” followed by “The Ordeal. 
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Near the middle of the story, the hero enters a central space in the Special World and confronts 

death or faces his or her greatest fear. Out of the moment of death comes a new life.”56 

The ‘revelation’ that Gulino writes about is certainly that for Caleb, as his father, 

standing by the old cross, helps him realize that the way that Catherine has rejected his efforts to 

love her is identical to how Caleb himself has rejected Christ and His efforts to love him. The 

moment is slightly rushed (although the scene is seven minutes long, Caleb’s actual conversion 

happens within the scene’s final minute), but the moment is still effective, and, in more ways 

than one, it’s well placed in the narrative. Caleb is on day 20 in The Love Dare when he makes 

this decision, making this quite literally his midpoint in the journey. This is also the day that the 

devotional reads, “Love is Jesus Christ,”57 making the midpoint spiritually fulfilling as well. 

Alex Kendrick says that incorporating this Gospel message into the story was a decision made 

prayerfully: “We didn’t want to stop the storyline in order to preach at the audience and then 

restart it again. It really is integral to what’s going on here. It is a part of this journey.” And just 

as Vogler writes, “Out of the moment of death comes a new life,” Caleb experiences a spiritual 

rebirth that affects his decisions for the rest of the film. 

This is also perhaps the strongest Midpoint of the four Sherwood Pictures films. The 

Midpoints of Flywheel (the salesman reconciling at home) and Facing the Giants (a revival at 

the high school) are strong turning points but weak in the sense that there are fewer challenges 

and stakes presented throughout the rest of the story, and the challenges that do occur are 

presented with little urgency. The Midpoint of Courageous (the main characters taking the 

Resolution for Men) is followed by several more challenges in the rest of the story, but because it 

occurs so late in the story (minute 80 out of 130), the event loses its impact. Fireproof, however, 

presents more challenges for the protagonist through the rest of the story that make the 

conclusion more fulfilling. 
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Act Two: Part Two 

The story continues with Caleb revealing his life-changing decision to Michael the next 

day. Michael is ecstatic and fully supportive of Caleb, but as the two men talk, Caleb learns that 

Michael’s current marriage is not his first. This scene is important for several reasons: first, as 

Michael reveals his own experience with divorce, he provides another variation on the theme; 

second, Michael again acts as a ‘mentor’ to Caleb, giving him more advice that comes from his 

faith; and third, the scene gives the film a turning point into the second half, the point that Snyder 

refers to as when the “Bad Guys Close In… Even though the bad guys – be they people, a 

phenomenon, or a thing – are temporarily defeated, and the hero’s team seems to be in perfect 

sync… internal dissent, doubt, and jealousy begin to disintegrate the hero’s team.”58 

Sure enough, Caleb is about to face even more challenges as the story moves forward into 

the second half of Act Two. After a brief scene at the hospital where Catherine has lunch with 

Gavin again and tells him about her mother’s need for a new bed (confirming Gulino’s theory 

that, in “Sequences E and F” that make up this section, they feature more of the story’s 

subplots59), Caleb and his coworkers are called into another fire rescue, this one at a burning 

house where Caleb has to rescue a girl trapped inside. Again, there is still not much connection 

of this sequence to the Central Plot of Caleb working to save his marriage, but there is more 

cohesion here than in the first sequence, as Caleb prays that God would save him and the girl as 

he tries to get them out of the house, showing his change of character and heart. When Caleb gets 

the girl out and is later treated for burns at the hospital where Catherine works, she eventually 

finds him there – being treated by none other than Dr. Keller. This is another point where Caleb 

and Catherine’s storylines intersect, and the moment is perhaps more impactful for her than it is 

for him. She leaves him, not saying much, and Caleb, letting his wedding ring stay on his healing 

hand, later talks to his parents about it on the phone. 
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But after this comes a pivotal moment for Caleb: as he looks online at prices for a boat he 

is hoping to buy (a plot thread that only appears once in a while throughout the story), an 

advertisement comes up for a pornographic website, and Caleb once again faces temptation. 

Finally, he stands up, goes to the couch, and reads that day’s Love Dare devotional (day 23) 

about getting rid of what the book calls “parasites”60 or distractions in his journey to save his 

marriage. Caleb has a moment of clarity, unplugs his computer, takes it and the monitor outside, 

and smashes them with his baseball bat. It’s a brief moment of triumph that, occurring around 

minute 75 of the film, would mark the end of Sequence E according to Gulino and could be 

called “Pinch 2”61 according to Field, as it’s another reminder of the Central Plot as well as a 

huge step forward for the protagonist. This scene even fits into the characteristics of Campbell 

and Vogler’s next step in “The Hero’s Journey,” “The Reward (Seizing the Sword). The hero 

takes possession of the treasure by facing death.”62 Caleb is in a way ‘facing death’ as he, as 

written in Scripture, dies to his sin and overcomes temptation. 

The film briefly focuses on Catherine in the next scene as she comes home later to find 

the computer in the trash, replaced on Caleb’s desk by roses and a note that says, “I love you 

more!” But the focus shifts back to Caleb in the following scene where Catherine leaves him an 

envelope on the kitchen table. Caleb wakes up, goes to the kitchen, and opens it up: when he 

realizes they’re divorce papers, he breaks down. The scene closes with a shot of Caleb’s parents 

silently hanging up the phone. (There was actually some dialogue between the parents here 

originally, but the filmmakers decided the scene ran better without it.) 

This moment in the story, Caleb’s ‘lowest point,’ is also given different terms by 

different writers, but it is still universally recognized as an important point in the story. Snyder 

perhaps puts it best when he calls it the “All is Lost” moment: “It seems like a total defeat. All 
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aspects of the hero’s life are in shambles. Wreckage abounds. No hope.”63 Snyder says that this 

moment usually happens around page 75 of the script (it’s about minute 80 in Fireproof), but 

other theorists say differently: Gulino says that this moment, the “Second Culmination,” should 

actually happen at the end of the second act and Sequence F, closer to minute 90: “The character, 

having eliminated all the easy potential solutions and finding the going most difficult, works at 

last toward a resolution of the main tension... [The Second Culmination] gives the audience yet 

another glimpse of a possible outcome of the picture.”64 Caleb experiences ‘the going most 

difficult’ at this point in the story, but on day 24 of the 40-day Love Dare, he’s just over halfway 

through – the journey is still going to go on for some time, and there’s no moment of realization 

that he has here that will show him how to solve the tension between him and Catherine. 

This is still an effective plot point, however, because the stakes are still high, and there’s 

uncertainty about the outcome of Caleb’s journey, making this perhaps the most effective ‘lowest 

point’ of Sherwood’s films. By comparison, the moments that should be ‘lowest points’ in 

Flywheel and Facing the Giants are not low at all; they’re actually some of the characters’ 

highest points, as the used car salesman experiences a boost in his profits and the football 

coach’s wife learns she is finally pregnant (albeit after a misleading negative test result). The 

lowest point in Courageous, when one of the main characters is arrested for drug possession, 

actually shifts the narrative into a negative direction, but the event doesn’t immediately affect all 

of the multiple storylines happening throughout the film, making the event not as effective. That 

of Fireproof, however, is, and it allows Caleb to become an even more sympathetic character so 

that the audience can stay engaged in his journey to save his marriage. 

What happens next, however, is hard to pinpoint in terms of where the events fit in three-

act structure. The film shifts its focus briefly on Catherine and her own journey, as she goes to 

look into some new homecare equipment for her mother when she realizes that it’s been paid for 
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by an anonymous donor. Believing that it’s Gavin, she sees him later at the hospital and kindly 

thanks him. (It’s revealed later, however, in the film’s “twist,” that although Gavin gave some 

money for the equipment, it was Caleb who gave up his boat savings for it.) 

This event makes for an emotional payoff in the film’s third act and the conclusion of 

Catherine’s subplot, and it’s also impactful knowing that Caleb’s decision to give up his savings 

came shortly after Catherine’s leaving of the divorce papers (which, again, happened on day 24 

of The Love Dare; the challenge on day 28 is to sacrifice and meet a spouse’s need65). However, 

because Caleb made this pivotal decision offscreen, and the audience doesn’t get to see him 

make that choice, the film needs to present an alternative event for Caleb to experience. 

This happens when, as Caleb cleans the master bedroom, he finds a note Gavin wrote to 

Catherine, and he calls the hospital to find out who Gavin is. Later, Caleb goes to the hospital, 

finds Gavin in his office, and tells him to leave her alone. As he leaves, a coworker of 

Catherine’s sees him and tells Catherine’s colleagues, who keep it a secret from Catherine. 

Meanwhile, Gavin takes his wedding ring out of his desk (another moment improvised on set) 

but can’t bring himself to put it on, and later, he cancels his lunch with Catherine. 

There are different names given by different theorists for these events in the story. 

According to Field, this is where “Plot Point II” occurs, which “leads to the Resolution of the 

story”66 (although in Fireproof, that resolution comes a little later). Snyder uniquely refers to 

pages 75-85 of a script as the “Dark Night of the Soul… the point just before the hero… pulls 

out that last, best idea that will save himself and everyone around him.”67 Although Caleb’s 

fighting Gavin for his marriage isn’t the last step in his journey, it’s an effective moment for him 

to show his determination and change of heart externally. Snyder also writes that the “Dark 

Night of the Soul” is immediately followed by the “Break Into Three… the hero has prevailed, 
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passed every test, and dug deep to find the solution. Now all he has to do is apply it.”68 However, 

the third act doesn’t begin yet: more has to happen to both Caleb and Catherine before this. 

But Catherine’s subplot reaches its own plot point in the next scene as she sits alone at 

lunch that day until Anna, the older nurse from the earlier montage, sits down with her. As 

Catherine talks about her relationships with Caleb and Gavin, she finally receives wise counsel 

from Anna, who warns her to guard her heart. This is a deliberate effort by the filmmakers to 

focus on Catherine’s storyline: “You find out where Catherine is emotionally at this point in the 

movie,” says Stephen Kendrick. “We know where Caleb is, but we don’t really know where 

Catherine is.” This is a huge turning point for her as she is finally convicted about whether or not 

to attempt to restore her relationship with Caleb. This scene occurs right before minute 90, which 

is where McKee suggests a three-act subplot would have its Act Two,69 and although Catherine 

doesn’t yet make a choice towards a resolution for her situation, the guilt that she clearly 

experiences makes her a more empathetic character. 

The end of Act Two of Fireproof is also hard to determine, because following this scene 

with Catherine and Anna is another montage, this one focusing on Caleb’s improving character 

and Catherine’s bewilderment as she notices his change of heart. But although this sequence 

shows their changes in character visually, the montage does not create an act break caused by 

definite action. It simply shows images of the characters living life – there’s definitely a contrast 

from the beginning of the film, but the story doesn’t exactly progress. However, after the 

montage, a pivotal scene occurs that begins the film’s resolution. 

Act Three 

McKee, Field, Daniel, Gulino, and Snyder would agree that this next scene is where Act 

Three begins – and, as McKee in particular suggests it should be70, the third act is the shortest of 
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all in the film. In this scene, Caleb finds Catherine at home, sick in bed, and (although she 

protests) gets her lunch and cares for her. After she reveals that she found The Love Dare, Caleb 

makes his most impactful step forward in terms of his relationship with Catherine: he kneels at 

her bedside and tearfully asks for forgiveness. She doesn’t say much, only asking for him to give 

her time to think, which he agrees to do as he leaves the room.  

This is a significant moment in the narrative that is also given different names by 

different writers. Continuing on “The Hero’s Journey,” Campbell and Vogler refer to the section 

three-fourths of the way through the story as “The Road Back… the hero is driven to complete 

the adventure, leaving the Special World to be sure the treasure is brought home.”71 The event 

that follows is “The Resurrection. At the climax, the hero is severely tested once more… another 

moment of death and rebirth, but on a higher and more complete level. By the hero’s action, the 

polarities that were in conflict at the beginning are finally resolved.”72 Other theorists also 

address this idea of polarities no longer in conflict by the end of a film: Snyder calls the 

beginning of Act Three the “Finale… where the lessons learned are applied… the turning over of 

the old world and a creation of a new world order.”73  

This scene is Caleb’s final attempt to reveal to Catherine his change of heart, and it’s the 

most vulnerable that we have ever seen him act towards her. The contrast between Caleb’s 

present actions and how he treated Catherine in the beginning of Fireproof is clear. And because 

he doesn’t know what the outcome will be for their marriage, the scene makes for an effective 

climax, albeit a calm one. The Sherwood Pictures films that came before and after Fireproof had 

much more intense climaxes, Facing the Giants with a state championship football game and 

Courageous with a final shootout between the policeman protagonists and a gang; however, 

Fireproof does not climax with one last fire rescue sequence, but rather a simple moment of 
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confession between husband and wife. This event is more similar in pace and mood to that of 

Flywheel, when a news anchor questions the car salesman about his past dishonesty, and the 

salesman has to once again ask God for help. But because these climaxes, while not extravagant, 

focus on the characters’ internal struggles, they are still effective, especially that of Fireproof. 

As Gulino describes the beginning of Act Three as also the beginning of “Sequence G,” 

he writes that this sequence is “characterized by still higher stakes and a more frenzied pace, and 

its resolution is often characterized by a major twist.”74 There is not a quicker pace or much 

higher stakes at this point in the film, but what this sequence does have is a twist, when 

Catherine finally learns at the homecare store that it was Caleb who paid for the majority of her 

mother’s equipment. In tears, she goes home, recovers her wedding ring from her dresser drawer, 

and puts it back on before getting dressed up and putting on make-up. In the scene following, as 

Caleb interacts more with his firefighter coworkers, Michael alerts him that Catherine is in the 

bay, and Caleb, shocked, goes out to meet her. 

The film’s resolution begins here, as Caleb and Catherine finally reconcile. Most writers 

refer to this section of the story as the “resolution,” but again, some differ. The name given by 

Campbell and Vogler is most interesting: “Return with the Elixir. The hero returns home… 

bearing some element of the treasure that has the power to transform the world as the hero has 

been transformed.”75 Indeed, this is what the reconciliation scene is about for Caleb and 

Catherine: Caleb has in fact had a change of heart that is apparent in Catherine, and she tells him, 

among many other things, that she wants to experience the change that he went through. 

Caleb’s next part of the journey is to share his ‘treasure’ with Catherine, and he does that 

in a short, mostly silent montage following this scene: Caleb leads Catherine to the cross in the 

woods; Caleb’s father receives a call and rejoices with his wife; Caleb and Catherine head to 

church one morning; and Caleb’s parents come to his house to prepare for an upcoming 
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celebration. All seems well again in Caleb’s life – but Gulino, as he explains what happens in the 

final sequence, “Sequence H,” says that it usually “contains an epilogue or coda, a brief scene or 

series of scenes tying up any loose ends, closing off any remaining dangling causes or 

subplots…”76 And although Caleb’s marriage is now at a high point, there is still one subplot that 

needs to be resolved: his relationship with his mother. 

And in the next scene, as Caleb and his father walk through the woods, Caleb’s father 

reveals that, when they once faced divorce, it was not, as Caleb believed, the father who did The 

Love Dare for the mother; it was the mother who did it for the father, who originally wanted the 

divorce. This additional “twist” in the story is unexpected and powerful, and even more powerful 

is the next scene where Caleb runs home and embraces his mother, who forgives him. It also 

provides another variation on a theme, as (similarly to Michael’s revelation at the midpoint) 

Caleb’s father reveals that his fight for marriage was not all as it seemed. 

But because the relationship between Caleb and his mother only makes a sudden change 

in the very end of the film and does not progress throughout the story, it cannot be regarded as a 

three-act subplot like Catherine’s. Even the relationship’s connection to the Central Plot of 

Caleb’s journey to save his marriage is questionable: Alex Kendrick says that they wanted a 

“twist at the end of the movie, to honor the mom,” but the mother doesn’t get much screen time, 

and her scenes with Caleb are even less. Does this twist in fact impact the overall story? 

The Kendrick brothers defend this scene in the film’s audio commentary: Stephen says, 

“God has… reconciled us back to [Himself] through Christ, and He’s given us the ministry of 

reconciliation to help others be reconciled to God and to one another. …You see in almost all of 

our movies a forgiveness scene and a reconciliation scene.” Additionally, he adds that this twist 

provides “not only an exciting resolution to the relationship between Caleb and his mom, but it 

also lets people know that women can do The Love Dare as well.” According to the filmmakers, 
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this scene serves multiple purposes, but in terms of the overall story, it mostly serves as a 

reinforcement of the idea of reconciling relationships, including those outside marriage. Caleb 

may be reconciled with Catherine, but for a complete resolution, he needs to settle all conflict, 

and he does that when he asks his mother for forgiveness for disrespecting her. 

Now that there is reconciliation for all the main characters, the film’s final scene can have 

full effect, as Caleb and Catherine have a ceremony where they renew their wedding vows. This 

ending obviously concludes Act Three and the story as a whole, but it has an additional purpose 

that several theorists identify as an important part of the screenplay: the final image. Snyder 

specifically names this event so in his ‘BS2’: “The final image in a movie is the opposite of the 

opening image. It is your proof that change has occurred and that it’s real.”77 Field also touches 

on this idea in Screenplay, calling it a “ ‘tag’ scene” that is “resolved, effective, complete. It’s 

what a good ending is meant to provide.”78 

As Caleb and Catherine renew their vows, now in a relationship with Christ, their 

parents, their coworkers, and the other supporting cast look on, which again signifies the tying up 

of all loose ends and the reconciliation that all the characters now experience. What this final 

scene lacks, however, is a significant relationship to the beginning of the film – it’s not an 

absolute necessity for one to exist, but as Snyder in particular points out, the final image has 

more meaning if it contrasts with the opening image.  

But there is little significance here of the relationship between the opening image of 

Catherine’s encouragement as a child from her mother and the closing image of her and Caleb 

renewing their vows, other than the fact that Catherine as a child wanted to marry a good man, 

and here, she is in a sense doing so, although it is a reaffirmation ceremony. If the ending had 

mirrored the opening of Fireproof, it might have looked like Catherine tucking in her own 

daughter at night and telling her that, one day, she will find a loving husband. But because that 
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would involve a substantial jump in time for the film (which takes place over the course of just a 

few months), and because the film never even addresses Caleb and Catherine having children in 

the first place, the film’s actual ending probably works out better for the overall story.  

Compared to those of other Sherwood Pictures films, though, the resolution of Fireproof 

is nothing new in the sense that all these films strive to uplift the audience by the ending. At the 

end of Flywheel, the salesman is now reconciled to his family and has experienced 

overwhelming success in his business. The characters in Facing the Giants find similar success, 

specifically the football coach and his family, who in the end have two children and two state 

championship trophies. Even the ending of Courageous, while showing in clips the positive and 

negative results of following or ignoring the call to be a better father, ends as an encouragement 

for men to commit to leading their homes. All of these films end on fairly high notes, and 

(although the Kendrick brothers in their DVD commentaries of each film, notably Facing the 

Giants, have discouraged this idea) many audiences and critics are led to assume that 

surrendering to God will yield nothing but blessings. This criticism is one of many that 

Sherwood Pictures has faced with their films, and Fireproof was no exception. 

Reception 

Fireproof made a considerable profit at the box office off its modest budget (not 

including DVD sales, ministry resources, and even The Love Dare, which altogether brought in 

more millions of dollars), and it got very positive reception. However, that positive response 

came from the evangelical audience that it marketed towards the most. Many secular critics were 

not so kind to the film. At worst, Fireproof was, as one online reviewer wrote, “a tract disguised 

as a movie… incredibly offensive and false… [Fireproof] made me wonder if the filmmakers 

had ever had any real contact with an actual human being.”79 Another called the film “a lot of 

Promise Keepers hoo-hah” and claimed, “Had the film not included sequences of Cameron 
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saving people in the line of duty… he would come off as an irredeemable villain.”80 Regarding 

Caleb’s conversion, Chris Willman of Entertainment Weekly wrote, “The filmmakers hedge 

their bets by making the young marrieds agnostic at the start of the movie, in order to turn 

Fireproof into a manual for eternal as well as marital salvation.”81 

 These negative reviews are among many that criticize Fireproof (as well as the other 

films of Sherwood Pictures) for emphasizing message over technique. However, a few critics 

recognize the fact that, as Richard Corliss writes about the film for Time Magazine, “it’s not 

quite fair to judge Fireproof by normal critical standards. …It has some of the charm of amateur 

filmmaking. […] Fireproof was clearly a community endeavor.”82 J. Ryan Parker devotes an 

entire chapter to this idea in his book Cinema as Pulpit, his dissertation on Sherwood Pictures: 

…The movement’s harshest critics fail to take this broader context 
into consideration when analyzing these films. On the other hand, 
perhaps the movement’s most ardent supporters emphasize this 
content too much, allowing it to blind them to its films’ aesthetics 
and even theological problems.83 

 
 And while many critics address those problems, several others acknowledge a lot of 

elements that Fireproof gets right. Willman is one of them: “There’s something slightly 

refreshing about the banality of the marital conflicts… forestalling the couple’s inevitable 

reconciliation proves… surprisingly realistic… Some of the tenser domestic moments will hit 

home with battle-scarred marrieds of any religious stripe.” Neil Genzlinger writes for The New 

York Times that the film’s positive elements include “that rarest of creatures on the big (or 

small) screen: characters with a strong, conservative Christian faith who don’t sound crazy,” 

adding that the Christian element as well as tips on a better marriage may affect those within or 

even outside of the faith.84 Screenwriter Douglas Lloyd McIntosh wrote an entire online article 
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about the film’s artistic merits, even comparing the simple, limited camera movement and 

editing to the Hollywood films of the Golden Age in the 1930’s and 1940’s and the works of 

Jean Renoir and Carl Theodor Dreyer. But he notes that, above all else, there is a significant 

achievement in the storytelling of Fireproof in regards to its screenplay: 

[The screenplay] is intelligently written, clever, funny, touching, 
and very well-structured. The true glory of the script is that it’s so 
relentlessly old-fashioned. […The filmmakers] believe in clarity, 
exposition, character-development, and most astonishingly, a solid 
plotline. […] Kendrick and the others have earned the right to 
proclaim their message by making us care about their characters 
and most of all by entertaining us.85 
 

 Indeed, several critics have noticed this strong storytelling, or at least have acknowledged 

an improvement from Sherwood Pictures’ previous two films. But they are also divided on the 

effect of some of the plot elements. For instance, several reviewers found the set-up of Caleb and 

Catherine’s conflict weak, calling it “thinly drawn”86 and asking, “In the history of marital 

discord in the movies, has there ever been a blander conflict…?”87 McIntosh, on the other hand, 

defends the set-up: “This is the kind of argument couples have in real life about matters that 

seem thoroughly mundane, uninteresting, and downright stupid to outsiders but often lead 

straight to divorce court.”88 

 One plot element, however, that many have questioned is the film’s midpoint, Caleb’s 

conversion. Willman writes, “The conversion subplot feels shoehorned into the more crucial 

marital doings, as if coming to Jesus might be just one of a long checklist of steps to restore 

sizzle to your marriage, right between buying roses and preparing a candlelit dinner.”89 Even 

some Christian critics have questioned the consequences of placing the conversion in the middle 

of the film (rather than at the end, which many Christian films before Fireproof have done). 

Peter Chattaway writes for Christianity Today, “It is not quite clear how essential Caleb's 
                                                
85 McIntosh, Douglas Lloyd. “The Artistic Merits of Fireproof.” Movieguide. Movieguide.org, n.d. Web. 
86 Genzlinger, “Fireproof (2008): Putting Out House Fires, Reigniting Passions.” 
87 Tobias, “Fireproof – Movie Review.” 
88 McIntosh, “The Artistic Merits of Fireproof.” 
89 Willman, “Fireproof Review.” 
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conversion is to his efforts to save his marriage. […] The Kendricks have said that Caleb needs 

to know Christ if he is to love his wife as Christ loved the church—but by that same token, 

shouldn't he also be involved in an actual church? …It is hard to escape the feeling that the 

evangelistic element has been tacked on.”90 

Conclusion 

 Although I have defended the film’s storytelling in this essay, I acknowledge the 

criticisms above as well grounded ones that could potentially mislead audiences. However, I also 

agree with Parker and Corliss when they say that to reject Fireproof and the other Sherwood 

Pictures films for not being well crafted is slightly unjust, because Alex and Stephen Kendrick 

have a distinction as filmmakers that many people forget: they have practically no training. 

Although they studied communications at Kennesaw State University in Georgia, they ultimately 

attended seminary, not film school,91 and they admit openly their inability to make a good film 

on their own, attributing success of their work “to the Christian spirit that infused its creation.”92 

 Thus, because of the filmmakers’ lack of expertise, it is an astounding achievement that 

Fireproof is a structurally coherent film at all (as are, to a lesser extent, the other films of 

Sherwood Pictures). Even the Kendrick brothers’ method of writing is impressive considering 

their limited experience: not only do they consult Scripture and prayer for ideas for their films, 

but they also construct “concept scenes” in the writing process that relate to the film’s theme, 

write them down on colored sticky notes, with each color representing a certain emotion, and 

then order them in a way that tells the story.93 (Whether the filmmakers know it or not, this 

method is not too unlike one which Snyder himself suggests, “The Emotional Color Wheel.”94) 

                                                
90 Chattaway, Peter T. “Fireproof.” Christianity Today. Christianity Today, 26 Sep. 2008. Web. 12 Nov. 2014. 
91 McGriff, Sabbaye. “Outstanding Owls: Alex Kendrick, ’94, Stephen Kendrick, ’97.” Kennesaw State University Magazine Spring/Summer 
2009. Web. 
92 Russell, James. “Evangelical Audiences and ‘Hollywood’ Film: Promoting Fireproof (2008).” 
93 TNStories. “Alex Kendrick, director of Courageous, Fireproof and Facing the Giants talks with Hallerin Hill.” Online video clip. YouTube. 
YouTube, 15 Apr. 2012. Web. 
94 Snyder, 153. 
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 But above all else, Sherwood Pictures strives not to make money, further careers, or 

impress Hollywood, but to find favor with the Lord. Fireproof was made not through a lot of 

technical training or expertise, but through prayer and Scripture, and the filmmakers have done 

the same on all their other works. And ultimately, despite the filmmakers’ lack of training, the 

film still tells a complete story, one that even comes close to matching the standards of what are 

considered to be the most recognized methods of screenwriting – methods that possibly the 

filmmakers did not even consider. 

 I have therefore written this analysis to defend Fireproof as an important example of 

faith-based filmmaking that needs to be recognized. It follows a way of storytelling that 

audiences respond to, as defined by the theorists referenced in this essay. The film can be divided 

into three acts, eight sequences, or however one chooses to structure it, and the characters have 

both weaknesses and strengths and act as variations on a common theme. Faith-based filmmakers 

influenced by works such as Fireproof need to take note of this story structure, for underneath 

the Christian messages, there is still a storytelling method that the filmmakers adhere to. 

 However, the Kendrick brothers do not forsake the film’s spiritual aspect in order to 

simply tell a story; in fact, they bring that spiritual message to the forefront. Because of the 

film’s integration of The Love Dare and showing Caleb putting Biblical principles into action, 

the spiritual aspect is not just attached to the story, but it becomes an integral part of it. The 

filmmakers seek not just to entertain or even preach, but also to honor the Lord. This is an 

equally important (if not more so) aspect of making a faith-based film that other such filmmakers 

need to keep in mind: an effective faith-based film is not solely committed to receiving the favor 

of audiences and critics through technique, character development, or narrative, but it is more 

committed to receiving the favor of God, and as Fireproof and its creators strive for this, they 

create a cornerstone example for what a successful ‘Christian movie’ should look like. 
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