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“To Be One with God:” A Review of the Film Mary Magdalene
by Philip Charles Crawford

What drives a person to abandon everything for the unknown? In director Garth Davis’ visually
striking film Mary Magdalene (2018), her answer is remarkably simple: “to be one with God.”
This longing grounds the narrative, which unfolds against a backdrop of muted earth tones that
complements Davis's narrative structure as the film alternates between abstraction and
crystal-clear realism.

The film opens in silence with a haunting image of a lifeless woman slowly descending down
into the ocean’s depths. There is little time to ponder the meaning before the film abruptly cuts to
Mary repairing fishing nets by the shore. Water is more than a setting; it is a powerful symbol
that appears during key moments of transformation, terror, and healing. The film opens and
closes with images of the sea. Between intense flashes of violence, the story moves slowly to
explore the characters' daily lives.

Rooney Mara is brilliant as Mary Magdalene. Her subtle performance conveys humility,
strength, and grace through soft-spoken speech and emotive facial expressions. Mary is quickly
established at the onset as a pillar of strength, empathy, and healing. Mara’s portrayal of the
Magdalene is markedly different from the sinful, repentant prostitute of Western tradition. Her
rendition is the polar opposite of Barbara Hershey's in The Last Temptation of Christ. She is
modest, fully covered, and without makeup, tattoos, or jewelry. Driven by spiritual longing, she
leaves her family against their wishes to follow Jesus. In wanting unity with God, she seeks a
level of spiritual knowledge that is singular among the disciples and Mary becomes one of Jesus’
closest disciples and helps him grow his ministry, performing baptism, healing, and teaching.

The entire cast is superb. Joaquin Phoenix gives us a Jesus heretofore unseen in cinema. His
pensive, furrowed brow and brooding nature feel more Byronic than Christ-like. However,
Phoenix effectively delivers a Jesus who behaves humanly rather than a human acting divinely.
As the film progresses, a deeply nuanced Christ is revealed. While the result may not satisfy
everyone, Phoenix certainly demands the viewer's full attention. The supporting cast is equally
impressive, from Chiwetel Ejiofor’s stern, misogynistic Peter, to Tahar Rahim’s optimistic,
lovable Judas, and Irit Sheleg’s brief but staggering portrayal of Mother Mary.

The treatment of women in this patriarchal society is keenly addressed in two pivotal scenes. In
an early scene, Mary comforts and nurses a young mother through a harrowing delivery which
requires the midwife to manually dilate her. Lying beside her, Mary maintains intense eye
contact to convey love and strength. This close-up technique becomes a recurring motif, used
later during Jesus' healing miracles to emphasize raw emotional connection. While her actions
are highly regarded by the women, the same cannot be said of the men. When Mary refuses to
marry, her brother interprets this as unnatural and believes she is possessed by a demon. In a
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terrifying subversion of baptism, the men drag her to the sea and repeatedly force her
underwater—a torture that stops only when her father saves her from drowning.

In a later scene, men’s harsh treatment of women is called into question while Jesus is preaching
to a group of women in Canaan, encouraging them to forgive. Susannah, a woman in the
group,challenges Jesus' request, stating that women are not in control of their own lives and
always at the mercy of men. To illustrate her point, she tells the story of a local woman caught in
adultery whose husband and brothers drag her to the seashore, rape her, and drown her. Jesus
makes no excuses for the men’s violent, misogynistic behaviors but assures Susannah that her
soul is still her own and urges her to forgive them so she can let go of the anger stifling her
spiritual development.

The disciple who struggles most with Mary's presence is Peter. This tension draws chiefly from
episodes in the Gnostic Gospels of Mary, Thomas, and Philip—a friction only hinted at in the
canonical Gospels. When Mary first joins, Peter expresses anxiety to another disciple, fearing her
inclusion will divide the men and cause gossip. Near the film’s conclusion, Peter restates this
position directly to Mary, doubting that she actually saw the risen Christ, claiming she
misunderstands his teachings, and requiring her silence to stay with the group. Mary, however,
refuses to be silent and departs to spread the Good News.

Mary Magdalene tells a beautiful story about Mary’s spiritual development, showing her as a
pivotal figure in Christ’s ministry, one who conveys his loving grace to others. However, this
film is not for everyone. Some detractors criticize it as a highly revisionist feminist retelling. I
disagree. Mara handles Mary’s discontent with a quiet feminism revealed by showing, not
telling. Mary’s actions are always directed toward goodness; it is only others who see her
through a distorted lens, leading to false assumptions of immodesty and sinfulness.

Still, some fans of the series The Chosen will be disappointed. Davis’s film steers clear of the
sentimentality and romanticism common to that series. Whereas The Chosen aims for wide,
mainstream appeal, Mary Magdalene chooses a much more artistic, quiet, and challenging story
that illustrates why Jesus chose Mary as his apostle to the apostles. With its powerful symbols of
transformation and peaceful pacing, Mary Magdalene is a deeply moving and thought-provoking
cinematic journey that is highly recommended for anyone seeking to see this foundational figure
in a completely new light.



