
PASSION REVIEWS

Compassion for The Passion of the Christ
By David A . Pendleton

Co n tro v e r s ia l ,  p ro v o c a tiv e , g u t-w re n c h in g ,
v io le n t ,  e m o tio n a lly  c h a rg e d , aw e in s p ir in g , 
a n d  life  t r a n s f o r m in g — all o f  th e s e  w o rd s  a re  

a c c u ra te , b u t  n o n e  seem  to  do  M e l G ib s o n ’s fd m  The 
Passion ju s t ic e . T h is  is n o t  j u s t  a n o th e r  m o v ie  w ith  a 
h is to r ic a l  th e m e . I t  is p ro b a b ly  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  
f ilm  e v e r  p ro d u c e d  a b o u t th e  life  o f  Je su s  C h r is t .

T h e re  have been  m a n y  m ovies m ad e  a b o u t Jesus, 
d a tin g  back  to  th e  v e ry  f ir s t  film s in  b lack  an d  w h ite . 
S om e y e a rs  ago  th e re  w as th e  hast Temptation o f Christ. 
I re m e m b e r  w r i t in g  a m ovie  rev iew  on  it  fo r th e  s tu ­
d e n t p a p e r  a t L a  S ie rra  U n iv e rs ity . W h a t  s tru c k  m e 
th e  m o s t w as ho w  th a t  m ovie  d ep en d ed  u p o n  its  w ild  
d e p a r tu re s  fro m  S c r ip tu re  in  o rd e r  to  p re s e n t  a 
p ro v o ca tiv e  s to ry  line. H o lly w o o d  w elcom ed  it  p rec ise ­
ly  b ecause  it w as n o t  a m ovie  th a t  s o u g h t to  take  se ri­
o u sly  th e  b ib lical m ate ria ls .

R ecen tly  th e re  w as an  ex c e lle n t video, o ften  
re fe rre d  to  sim p ly  as th e  Jesus Film , m ade fo r m ass d is­
tr ib u tio n . T h a t  p re se n ta tio n  w as v e ry  safe, v e ry  m id d le - 
o f- th e -ro ad . I t  w as consc iously  m ade  to  be as lite ra l and  
n o n c o n tro v e rs ia l as possib le. I t  s o u g h t to  p re se n t con ­
cise ly  th e  w h o le  life o f  Jesus C h r is t  in  a ba lanced  way.

The Passion o f the Christ is v e ry  d iffe ren t. P ro d u c e d  
an d  d ire c te d  by  box  office m e g a s ta r  G ib so n , th is  film  is 
n o t  o n ly  th e  la b o r  o f  an  e x p e r t  film m ak er b u t a lso  a 
g if t f ro m  th e  h e a r t  o f  a believer. I t  is a p ro d u c t o f  th e  
so u l as m u ch  as o f  th e  m ind .

T h e  m ovie  tak es us ev e ry  h e a r tr e n d in g  s te p  o f  th e  
w ay  fro m  G e th se m a n e  to  G o lg o th a . O n  th is  tea rfu l 
jo u r n e y  w e w itn e ss  a h e a r in g  befo re  th e  S a n h e d rin , th e  
fe ro c io u s f lo g g in g  a t th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  R om ans, th e  
p re s e n ta tio n  o f  C h r is t  to  th e  p u p p e t g o v e rn m e n t o f  
K in g  H e ro d , th e  r e tu r n  o f  C h r is t  to  P ila te ’s c o u r t, and  
th e  e v e n tu a l p o litica lly  e x p e d ie n t co n d em n a tio n .

T h e re a f te r , th e  re m a in in g  jo u rn e y , th is  tim e  w ith  th e  
c ross, is seen  m uch  th ro u g h  th e  eyes o f  C h r is t’s m o th ­
e r  M ary , M a ry  M ag d a len e , an d  th e  d isc ip le  John .

Flashbacks Flesh O ut Life of Christ
G ib so n  is able to  fill o u t  th e  life o f  C h r is t  th ro u g h  
p e rio d ic  fla sh b ack s— to  th e  re scu e  o f  M a ry  M a g d a le n e  
fro m  an a lm o s t c e r ta in  s to n in g , th e  L a s t S upper, th e  
S e rm o n  on  th e  M o u n t, v a rio u s  c o n v e rsa tio n s  w ith  h is  
d iscip les, an d  th e  tr iu m p h a l e n t r y  in to  Je ru sa lem . 
P e rh a p s  th e  m o s t p o w erfu l f lashback  is to  C h r is t’s 
m o th e r, M ary.

A fte r  P ila te  co n d e m n s  C h r is t  to  c ru c ifix io n , M a ry  
tr ie s  to  g e t  c lose  to  h e r  son  o n e  la s t  tim e, b u t th e  
c ro w d  p re v e n ts  h e r  from  d o in g  so. T h e n  Jo h n  th e  d is­
cip le  lead s h e r  th ro u g h  a lleys w in d in g  in  an d  a ro u n d  
th e  V ia D o lo ro sa , th e  p a th  a lo n g  w h ich  C h r is t  b o re  th e  
c ro ss  to  C a lv a ry  o u ts id e  th e  c ity  gates. A t o n e  p o in t 
th e ir  p a th s  in te rs e c t. M a ry  th e  m o th e r  o f  C h r is t  is 
p a n tin g  h a rd  and  o v ercom e by g rie f. S he lean s  a g a in s t 
a w all and  p au ses  to  ca tch  h e r  b re a th .

A t th a t p o in t M a ry  reco llec ts  C h ris t  as a child . She 
recalls h im  ru n n in g  and  p lay in g  and  a t one  p o in t fa llin g  
and  h u r t in g  his knee. She d ro p s  h e r co o k in g  and  ru n s  to  
co m fo rt h e r  lit t le  son. “M o th e r  is here ,” she  says in  th e  
flashback, g a th e r in g  th e  boy  in h e r  lo v in g  arm s.

T h e n  she is back  in  th e  p re se n t. A t th e  in te rse c tio n  
w h ere  she  has p au sed  she  sees h e r  son  s tu m b le  and  col­
lapse  u n d e r th e  b u rd e n  o f  th e  ru g g e d  cross. W ith  th e  
sam e m o th e rly  p assio n  she  ru n s  again  to  c o m fo rt h e r  
son. “M o th e r  is h e re ,” you can  a lm o s t h e a r  h e r  say. Yet 
th e  ju x ta p o s itio n  o f  th e  tw o  scenes is so em o tio n a lly  
c h a rg e d  th a t  y o u r eyes w ell up  w ith  te a rs  and  you  can  
h e a r  n o th in g  b u t th e  b e a tin g  o f  y o u r ow n  h e a rt.



Cannot Be Dispassionate with 
The Passion

Christ reaches Calvary, prays forgiveness for those 
who have crucified him, and utters “it is accom­
plished” as he takes his final breath. A near-final 
scene is silent with Mary holding her now-still son 
in her arms as the film fades to black. As one would 
rightfully anticipate, the movie ends on a positive 
note: a momentary, muted shot of the tomb’s stone 
rolling away, the emptied death shroud, and the res­
urrected Christ.

To pretend to be objective would be dishonest. 
One cannot review this film as though it is any 
other film. The movies Titanic and Gods and Generals 
were also historically true. Those films were about 
real people who actually died. Yet it is impossible to 
critique this film in the same way. One cannot be 
wholly dispassionate, neutral, detached, or impartial 
watching and thinking about this film—at least if 
one is a Christian.

As believers, we see our Lord Jesus Christ so cru­
elly treated and killed. And our hearts respond. I 
wanted to reach out and help him, rescue him, “save” 
him. Yet one realizes that Christ willingly gave his life. 
His crucifixion was not something others did to him.
It was something he permitted, something he allowed, 
something he willed.

He could have snapped his fingers and a legion of 
angels would have come to his rescue. Yet he did not. 
He did not in order to save the world.

Poignancy in the Eyes of Loved Ones
In various scenes Gibson affords viewers brief respites 
from the horror rained down upon Jesus through a 
close-up shot of Mary or Mary Magdalene or the dis­
ciple John. Through their tearful eyes one experiences 
the poignancy of the moment.

In one scene, where a Roman soldier gruesomely 
flogs Christ, the cameras cut away to Mary. There she 
is witnessing unspeakable cruelty inflicted on her son. 
She asks herself in Aramaic: “How, when, where will 
you allow yourself to be delivered from this?”

Seeing this on the big screen brought me to the 
point of sobbing. How sorry I was for all the com­
plaints I have made. I have grumbled about stressful 
days at the office. I have sent petitions to God asking 
for this and for that, whining about minor things, grip-
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ing for things that have happened to me. Like Bruce in 
the movie Bruce Almighty, I have uttered irreverent 
prayers asking God to use his power to make my life 
simpler, easier, and more convenient.

I am so sorry. I thank the Lord for giving me true 
perspective again on life— on what really matters. I left 
the movie theater asking: How can we complain about 
anything after what he did for us? How can we feel

since seen the movie a second time, yet the prophetic 
words continue to haunt me: “... and by His wounds, 
we are healed!”

I practice a profession where words are the tools of 
my trade. I write; I speak; I preach; and I debate. I am 
a former trial attorney and presently work as a legisla­
tor and pastor. But I was left utterly wordless and 
silent both times I saw the film. I was impacted beyond

I left the movie theater asking:
How can we complain about anything after what he did for us?

anxious, worried, overwhelmed by anything on this 
earth after the penalty meant for us, which Christ will­
ingly took upon himself?

How often does a movie leave you asking those 
sorts of questions?

I have friends who say they already know the story 
and do not need exposure to the violence. I have 
friends who have as a rule avoided all movies, given 
what Hollywood customarily serves up for public con­
sumption. I have friends not of a religious persuasion, 
and they may be avoiding it because it might be 
“manipulative.”

I have Adventist friends who believe that moving 
pictures are wrong to watch, unless rented as videos.
I have Adventist friends worried about seeing a 
movie produced by a Catholic, lest the subtle theo­
logical differences influence their thinking. I have 
Adventist friends who received an e-mail from 
Professor Samuel Bacchiocchi, and based upon that 
single e-mail refuse to see the film.

But I was so thankful to have seen this film. When 
I got home after seeing it the first time, I found myself 
so overwhelmed that I could not sleep. I was speech­
less for hours. I actually picked up an old worn copy 
of a biography of the life of Jesus Christ recommended 
by the librarian of the Library of Congress. It is 
entitled Desire o f Ages by Ellen White. I read two 
chapters: “Gethsemane” and “Calvary.”

There I found words articulating what I had just 
experienced in Gibson’s movie! It was incredible— 
as though Gibson’s screenwriters had read those very 
chapters in preparation for making the film. Perhaps 
not. But clearly both White and Gibson were inspired 
by the same Gospel account.

The next morning I turned to Isaiah 53. I have

the point where I could articulate what my mind and 
heart were trying to process.

I have to recommend The Passion of the Christ. This 
will probably be the most controversial film of the 
year. No movie review can do it justice. You have to 
experience it for yourself. You may love it—or you 
may hate it. But I promise that you will not be indiffer­
ent to this movie.

David A. Pendleton is an attorney, Seventh-day Adventist minister, and a 
fifth-term member of the Hawaii House of Representatives.

Interest in The Passion o f the Christ created opportunities for 
literature distribution. Many Baptist churches used the Brian 
Mavis brochure titled Experience the Passion o f the Christ 
to hand out to movie goers. Pacific Press went into a second 
printing of its booklet The Passion o f the Messiah, taken from 
the Ellen G. White book Desire o f Ages.


