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The traditional Passion Play which is performed annually on the mountain overlooking Montreal is to be rewritten. Daniel Coulombe, who has returned from some years spent in the East, recruits a new cast and sets to work writing and directing. The group includes Constance who works in a soup kitchen, Mireille, a model, and Martin and Tony who dub pornographic movies.
 
The play dramatises episodes of the Gospel: miracles of healing and raising from the dead, Peter's attempts to walk on water, the miracle of the loaves and fishes, Jesus before Pilate and his crucifixion. It is a popular success although the priest who commissioned it does not approve. He later alters the text and tries to cancel performances.
 
Mireille is invited to an audition for a commercial. Daniel accompanies her. When she is asked to strip, Daniel confronts the producers and overturns all the equipment, driving out the media people. Daniel is arrested during a performance of the play but receives only a warning.
 
The cast put on a final performance of the play. During further police intervention, Daniel is injured. While he says he is all right, he becomes delirious and collapses. There is no room for him at the Catholic hospital. By contrast he is welcomed at the Jewish hospital but he dies there. Constance offers his organs to science.
 
An entrepreneur wants to set up a company in memory of Daniel. The cast reject the idea. However, they continue to reenact the incidents to keep his spirit alive.
Jesus of Montreal, along with The Last Temptation of Christ, were the two major Jesus-movies of the 1980s. Both were interpretations of the Gospels and Jesus' life rather than straightforward presentations of the familiar narratives. The movie won many ecumenical awards, including that at the Cannes festival, 1989. It missed out on Best Foreign Language Film Oscar to Cinema Paradiso.
 
Denys Arcand is a trained historian. However, his view is that one can know little about the actual events Jesus' life. His screenplay highlights discussions in recent centuries about 'the Christ of history. Arcand had already made several movies in his native Canada including Decline of the American Empire. In interviews, he has stated that he was not prepared for the overwhelming success of Jesus of Montreal. In many countries throughout the world, including the United States and Australia, it screened continuously on its first release for over a year.
 
Daniel Coulombe ('dove') is a Christ-figure. The screenplay draws a number of parallels with Jesus: Daniel emerging at 30 after a hidden life, his clashes with religious authorities, calling his cast from 'disreputable occupations' like dubbing porn movies, the 'cleansing' of the modern temple, the television studio, his arrest and death, his burial and giving his body for others, his memory kept alive by his 'disciples'. He also performs incidents from Jesus' life and passion during the play. He is seen to be profoundly Christ-like.
 
Lothaire Bluteau is a serious, sometimes pallid and wan Christ-figure who suddenly comes to life to defend others in a vigorous, even violent, manner. Bluteau went on to make Black Robe playing a 17th century Jesuit missionary.
 
Jesus of Montreal has become one of the most discussed of the Jesus movies.
