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Introduction
In his autobiography, The Magic Lantern, 
Swedish director, Ingmar Bergman (1918–
2007) writes the following:

“I have struggled all my life with a tor-
mented and joyless relationship with 
God. Faith and lack of faith, punishment, 
grace and rejection, all were real to me, 
all were imperative. My prayers stank of 
anguish, entreaty, trust, loathing and de-
spair. God spoke, God said nothing. Do 
not turn from me Thy face.”1

Bergman’s oeuvre was accompanied by the 
cinematic expression of this “tormented and 
joyless relationship”. His films dealing with re-
ligious themes can be considered to be part of 
a “spiritual journey”:2 they depict “the spiritual 
struggle of contemporary man who, bereft of 
transcendent certainty, is threatened by isola-
tion, meaninglessness, and death.”3 Starting 
with The Seventh Seal (1956), the main theme 
of his films is the silence of God, the experi-
ence of the absence of God.

1  Ingmar Bergman, The Magic Lantern, trans. Joan Tate 
(London: Penguin Books, 1987), 204.

2  Generally, Bergman’s oeuvre is divided into “reli-
gious” and “secular” periods. In a narrow sense, explic-
itly religious experience (e.g., the question of God’s 
existence) is represented in The Seventh Seal, Virgin 
Spring and Winter Light. In broader terms, we can re-
gard his films religious that express spiritual quest, or 
are about search for the meaning of life, the experience 
of human suffering and isolation. Michael Bird, “Ing-
mar Bergman”, in Religion in Film, eds. John R. May, 
Michael Bird, (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee 
Press, 1982), 144.

3  Charles B. Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism on 
Ingmar Bergman, An Analysis of the Theological Ideas 
Shaping a Filmmaker’s Art, Studies in Art and Reli-
gious Interpretation, vol. 5 (Lewinston / Queenston: 
The Edwin Meller Press, 1986), 113.
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Bergman’s works have often fallen prey to strict categorisation. Christians, agnos-
tics, atheists and existentialists alike would have liked to claim Bergman on their side. 
His works have been forcedly Christianised,4 denied of any religious or transcendental 
dimensions,5 used as a ‘vet’s horse’ to illustrate various psychological symptoms6 or 
considered to be a mouth-piece of various (theist or atheist) existentialist movements.7 
It is true that in his ‘religious films’ Bergman employs Christian symbols, events, 
stories, biblical and liturgical texts, and describes moods generally related to an ex-
istential approach to life. Yet, it is important to recognise that he does not use these 
with the purpose of apologetics, dogmatic instruction or philosophical reasoning. The 
religious symbols he applies are parts of a “mythology” or a “tradition” or a “system” 
which provide him with some of “the descriptive metaphors necessary to communi-
cate the nature of human experience.”8 Expressions of particular existential moods can 
be part of Bergman’s personal confession to honestly reveal his own struggles.9

It is not theological, philosophical or psychological questions that Bergman dis-
cusses in his films, although he transforms philosophical, theological or psycholog-
ical ideas into films.10 In his films, he depicts the nature of human experience, but 
his approach is not that of a theologian, a philosopher or a psychologist but of an 
artist, using cinematic solutions not to be didactic but to hold a mirror up in front 
of us. His purpose is not to pronounce judgment but to communicate, “to create 
reaction”.11 This study is an attempt to enter that dialogue.

Film and theology in dialogue
In dialogue between film and theology, it seems desirable to set up rules that can help 
us avoid the use of unfair reflection on behalf of theology – when, for example, a 
film is used merely to illustrate the theorem of some theological truth,12 and is driven 

4  E.g. Arthur Gibson, The Silence of God, A creative response to the films of Ingmar Bergman (New York: 
Harper & Row Publishers, 1969).

5  E.g. Irving Singer, Ingmar Bergman, Cinematic Philosopher, Reflections on His Creativity (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 2007).

6  E.g. Daniel Dervin, “Ingmar Bergman’s Films: ‘The Spider-God and the Primal Scene,’” American 
Imago – A Psychological Journal for Culture, Science and the Arts 40, no. 3 (1983): 207–232.

7  For possible existentialist approaches and their representatives see Ketcham, The Influence of Existen-
tialism, 178-186.

8  Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 115.
9  Miklós Györffy, Mágia és mesterség, Ingmar Bergman művészete (Budapest: Európa Könyvkiadó), 

2014, 139. See for example Stig Björkman – Torsten Manns – Jonas Sima, Bergman on Bergman, 
Interviews with Ingmar Bergman (New York: Da Capo Press, 1993), 164–167.

10  It would not take one far to set one’s starting point in Bergman’s philosophy, theology or psychology 
when trying to analyse his films. Gábor Gelencsér, “Álomjátékok – A Bergman filmek formavilága,” 
in Más világok, Filmelemzések (Budapest: Palatinus, 2005), 51.

11  “A film is made to create reaction” – said Bergman himself. Ingmar Bergman, “Why I Make Movies,” 
Horizon 3, no. 1 (1960): 4–9.

12  Robert K. Johnston, Reel Spirituality, Theology and Film in Dialogue (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book 
House Company, 2000), 49–53.
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into “ecclesial servitude”.13 Just as we cannot be content with only focusing on how 
a film agrees or disagrees with our theological views, because in that case we will fail 
to see what the film is about. That is why it is important first to understand how the 
film sees or represents reality; and that way of seeing should not be discarded without 
trying to understand it.14

The Czech theologian Ivana Noble establishes so-called “rules of translation” and 
applies them to the dialogue between theology and culture.15 She is influenced by 
Paul Tillich’s method of correlation, especially by the way Tillich considers church 
and culture existing not in parallel but within each other. “The Kingdom of God 
includes both while transcending both.”16 For Noble, this means that theology 
does not look at culture from the outside, but from within, which itself is part of. 
“Participating in the symbolic language of religious traditions and their theological 
expressions, as well as of the present culture (and subculture)”, the theologian can 
“interpret the texture of one with the help of the other.” Taking this as her start-
ing-point Noble suggests the following rules of reciprocity:17

1) Rules of translation are required between the two domains (languages). For 
the translation to become possible, it is important to know both languages. Noble 
considers it ideal when translating into one’s “mother tongue”, which, in the case 
of theologians, is the language of theology. The cultures we live in permeate us, but 
this does not necessarily mean that we have sufficient knowledge of the languages of 
arts or other forms of contemporary cultures. It requires extra effort to understand 
a particular artistic medium from within, to learn its specific language, even if for 
a theologian it may no longer be just the second, but the third or fourth learned 
language. Without this, however, we cannot speak about translation, only about 
“guessing and fabricating”.

2) The fact that we know one language (in our case theology) better does not 
mean that that language is better. In other words, knowing a language (even in the 
case of the language of theology) does not qualify us for superiority.18 Competition 
between languages would have negative effects on the quality of translation. Instead 
of ‘Ultimate Reality’ self-affirmation becomes decisive. Tillich draws our attention to 
the fact that neither language can be considered as ultimate, while both can symbol-
ically express the Ultimate.19

13  Richard A. Blake, S.J., Screening America: Reflections on Five Classic Films (New York: Paulist Press, 
1991), 289.

14  John Lyden, Film as Religion: Myths, Morals, and Rituals (NYU Press, 2003), 19.
15  Ivana Noble, Theological Interpretation of Culture in Post-Communist Context, Central and East Euro-

pean Search for Truth (Surrey: Ashgate, 2010).
16  Noble makes reference to Paul Tillich, “Aspects of a Religious Analysis of Culture,” in Theology of 

Culture (London – Oxford – New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 51.
17  Noble, Theological Interpretation, 6–8.
18  Johnston also speaks of succession or sequence and not of subservience. Johnston, Reel Spirituality, 64.
19  Noble makes reference to Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 

1958), 41, 44.
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3) When moving in the domains of two languages, we must be careful not to 
identify the message conveyed in one language in terms of the categories of the other 
one, that is, the categories of one language cannot be forced on the other. We can 
go so far as to translate a given language communication (for example, art) into our 
own language (theology), but there cannot be semantic equation between the two 
formulations or expressions. This also means that a theologian must be able to accept 
the way an artist uses the freedom of analogy to translate religious symbols into his/
her own language.

4) Interpreting cultural symbols by means of theological language – and vice 
versa, interpreting theological symbols by means of cultural languages – “presuppos-
es not only the knowledge of the other language, but also the ability to engage in 
the world of meaning of what is being interpreted, and creatively represent it.” This 
requires the re-discovery of the aesthetic dimension of the theological language.

5) In the mutual learning process, the “native speakers” of one language must 
perceive the pluralistic and constantly evolving self-interpretation of the other do-
main, while emphasizing the common goals of theology and culture. This is to “avoid 
the traps of dialogue for dialogue’s sake, self-affirmation or mutual affirmation”, and 
it will “allow the ‘Ultimate Reality’ to shine through their ‘ultimate concern’.”

Noble’s approach exposes the self-delusion of theology as a temptation that the-
ology better understands the symbols in culture than anyone else does. Instead, the-
ology has a particular contributing role: since it has a more direct access to the tra-
ditions of religious practice, it can play the role of a reminder. Theology can remind 
us of our lost relationships to “reopen lost access to the symbolic worlds of meaning 
in which faith, hope and love make bonds between people and God, transform their 
relationships to each other and to the world in which they live.”20 In our dialogue 
with Winter Light, on behalf of theology, we are trying to take these reciprocity rules 
into account.

Genre-specific features of Winter Light
The main theme, the silence or absence of God is depicted in three stages, by way of 
“reduction”: “Through a Glass Darkly – conquered certainty. Winter Light – pen-
etrated certainty. The Silence – God’s silence – the negative imprint.”21 Jesse Kalin 

20  Noble, Theological Interpretation, 9. One of the difficulties of today’s people is that the symbols of 
hell, heaven, resurrection, paradise, the kingdom of God etc. are not appropriate for expressing their 
own experiences.

21  Images: My Life in Film … Originally Virgin Spring, Through a Glass Darkly and Winter Light would 
have formed a trilogy. What we know as a trilogy today seems to have been a “sudden” idea: “Today 
I see this view as a rationalization created after the fact. I tend to look sceptically at the whole trilogy 
concept.  […] Today I feel that the ‘trilogy’ has neither rhyme nor reason. It was a Schnaps-Idee, as 
the Bavarians say, meaning that it’s an idea found at the bottom of a glass of alcohol, not always 
holding up when examined in the sober light of day” (Bergman, Images). See also Olivier Assayas – 
Stig Björkman, Gespräche mit Ingmar Bergman, trans. Silvia Berutti-Ronelt (Berlin: Alexander Verlag 
Berlin, 2002), 79.
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applies the classical meaning of metaphysics when explaining Bergman’s idea of ‘re-
duction’: finding the most basics of life by stripping away everything that is inessen-
tial. Thus, the trilogy is holding a mirror up in front of us in which we can see

“ourselves as human beings in the twentieth century: what is deepest and most true 
and essential about us, and what meaning we can find for our lives in the face of this 
truth. His goal is an essential portrait. […] a picture of what we each look like with-
out our protective illusions, evasions, and lies. Such reduction to essentials provides 
a mirror in which we can see ourselves as we truly are, face to face.”22

This reduction is supported by Bergman’s choice of genre. The trilogy, along with 
Bergman’s Persona, has been called ‘chamber works.’23 Each film, with limited space, 
with little action, with very few characters and without great leaps in time (approxi-
mating “real” time), presents ‘intimate processes’, spiritual crises: the loneliness and 
the vulnerability of modern man and woman who are unable to love (and to be 
loved) and have lost faith. The film can be placed in the category of ‘closed situation-
al drama’ since the characters are limited to a well-defined space and time (Winter 
Light e.g. presents the happenings of three-four hours) and the drama takes place 
within those limits.

The trilogy can be viewed as a “reduction” from an aesthetic point of view, too. 
It is with the trilogy that Bergman’s wild eclectic or Gothic style starts to become 
more modest, “toned-down and spare.” Artificial intense lighting, and high contrasts 
are replaced by natural lighting; there are no flashbacks, no broad perspectives; and 
the camera becomes more sensitive to the movements and expressions of the human 
face; the rhetorical dialogue is more and more replaced by close-ups that compensate 
for the extreme reduction of the characters.24 The films of this period (1961-1972), 
carrying the characteristics of what is called expressive minimalism, rely on two de-
cisive motives: the facial expressions of the characters and a particular landscape.25

The camera becomes “an X-ray (or better, a polygraph) machine, piercing the de-
fensive masks of the characters and disclosing their innermost states.”26 The close-ups 
of faces against naked or minimal background express the need for the uncovering 
of the truth of who we really are. Truth is found by removing what hides it. All that 

22  Jesse Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 1.
23  Bergman was inspired by August Strindberg’s ‘kammarspiel’ in choosing this ‘genre’ for the com-

position of the trilogy. See Györffy, Mágia és mesterség, 142; Brother DePaul, C.F.X.: “Bergman and 
Strindberg, Two Philosophies of Suffering,” College English 16, no. 8 (1965), 628.

24  Birgitta Steene, “Images and Words in Ingmar Bergman’s Films,” Cinema Journal 10, no. 1 (1970): 
24–25.

25  András Bálint Kovács, A modern film irányzatai, Az európai művészfilm 1950–1980 (Budapest: Palat-
inus Kiadó, 2005) 161, 182–187

26  Peter Matthews, “The Hard Stuff,” Sight and Sound 12, no. 1 (January 2002): 24-26, Bergmanorama 
– The Magic Works of Ingmar Bergman, accessed May 29, 2007, http://www.bergmanorama.com/
sightsound02_matthews.htm. 
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is unnecessary is taken away and a person’s innermost nature is revealed, ready to be 
seen. In religious terms it is a time of revelation: ‘Before we saw ourselves as through 
a glass darkly, but now, as we are – face to face’. The masks of deception are removed, 
and we stand naked before ourselves in an uncompromising mirror. It is no longer 
possible to pretend or to lie. Bergman’s characters are often placed before a mirror, 
searching for or sometimes hiding their true faces, or confronted through the gaze of 
another person searching what is behind their appearance.27

Bergman’s characters are abandoned, the others have turned away from them and 
as a reaction to, they turn further away from themselves. Human relationships are 
determined by the direction and extent of turning away. Bergman’s characters keep 
turning toward or turning away, unable to escape their mutual need for one another. 
The Bergmanian close-up often puts two faces close together, partly or even totally 
overlapped, usually looking in different directions. “This concept of turning and the 
repeated images of face in motion toward and away, is the spine of the moral skeleton 
that Bergman’s reduction reveals.”28 It is not only faces but hands as well that are fre-
quently shown in close-ups. When they express a desire to connect to the other, and 
attempt to stroke the other it is always a slow reaching out, weighed down with the 
fear of being rejected. We can see hands grasping and being engaged with objects as a 
way of escape either from confrontation or to find comfort. We can see hands being 
tensely drawn back: the painful realisation of inability or lack of will to respond to 
the other. We can see hands shamefully withdrawing, humiliated by refusal. There 
are diseased hands: one’s personality filling the other with disgust.29 Turning toward 
the other, reaching out to the other is possible for Bergman, but it is difficult, and 
without the certitude of permanence. Embracing and supporting the other makes 
the individual vulnerable to being rejected and being turned away from.30

About the use of landscapes Kalin makes the following observation:

“From [Bergman’s] first pictures on, the character of the places in which his subjects 
and their stories are set is always significant and conveys in its physical features a 
representation of important elements of their spiritual struggles. What Bergman 
shows us throughout his films are landscapes in which the moral and the visual are 
fused into one representation.”31

Steene considers these as some Gothic32 remnants in Bergman’s use of the landscape, 
whereby the landscape serves as an emblematic element: the bare trees, the frozen 

27  Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 2–10.
28  Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 12.
29  William Alexander, “Devils in the Cathedral: Bergman’s Trilogy,” Cinema Journal 13, no. 2 (1974): 27.
30  Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 12.
31  Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 2.
32  Steene applies this term to the director’s use of the landscape (the surroundings and the weather) to 

visualise the different moods of or externalise the feelings of the characters (“Images and Words” 25f).
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lake, and the setting sun – all these contain or depict visually the drama unfolding 
between the characters. The landscapes express emotions, states of mind: suffering, 
spiritual unsoundness, abandonment, desolateness, fear. What we see outside in na-
ture, tells us of what is going on within. The close-ups and the symbolic use of the 
landscapes together are constituent parts of the so-called expressive minimalism.33

Possible points of encounter for theology
The dialogue between film and theology can take several forms. This study seeks 
to describe the theological questions spotted behind the religious experiences of 
the characters, as well as to retrace and reflect on the questions raised by the film 
in its own language.

Austere winter atmosphere permeates the film. When Tomas starts to recite the 
Lord’s Prayer: “[t]hy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” the camera shifts to a 
series of external scenes, each fading into one another, in snow, cold and dusk as if 
to depict the earthly condition, the climate of the human heart. The church looks 
like an abandoned ruin among bare trees. Along with the hardened ground and a 
half-frozen river it suggests a feeling of alienation and abandonment.34 In the organ-
ist Blom’s words “everything is in the grips of death and decay”; or as Märta puts it: 
“A Sunday in the Vale of Tears”. The grey sky presents the absence or the silence of 
God.35 As if a cinematic representation of Heidegger’s description of the world from 
which God is absent were unfolding before our eyes: the god has withdrawn himself, 
as the sun goes below the horizon, and only darkness abounds.36 The snow and the 
ice depict the frozen quality of the people’s personalities and their situation.

The cold and empty church (as well as David’s pained and distressed face) is 
the visual denial of the purpose of the Holy Communion: to bring “consolation 
and bliss”. What we see is an “empty, dead, hollow routine”.37 Tomas’ mechanical 
reciting of the liturgical text, the perfect symmetry of the architecture, and the 
shadowless light communicate a deathly atmosphere.38 Up to the concluding scene 
of the film, this greyish and shadowless light dominates the film. The title of the 
film is Winter Light in English, and Licht im Winter in German. The original title 
was Nattvardsgästerna (The Communicants). The central theme of the film is indi-

33  Kovács, A modern film irányzatai, 182–187.
34  Birgitta Steene, “Archetypal Patterns in Four Ingmar Bergman Plays,” Scandinavian Studies 37, no. 

1 (1965): 72.
35  Gelencsér, “Beszédes csend – Trilógia,” in Más világok, Filmelemzések (Budapest: Palatinus, 2005), 74.
36  Our situation is “… neither atheism nor theism, but a description of the world from which God is
absent. It is now the night of the world […] the god has withdrawn himself, as the sun sets below the 

horizon. And meanwhile the thinker can only redeem the time by seeking to understand what is at 
once nearest and farthest from man: his own being and Being itself.” William Barrett, Irrational Man, 
A Study in Existential Philosophy (Garden City, New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1962), 209.

37  Vilgot Sjöman, “From L 136: A Diary of Ingmar Bergman’s Winter Light,” Cinema Journal 13, no. 2 
(1974): 35. Vilgot Sjöman (1924-2006) was an assistant to Bergman during the shooting of Winter 
Light and kept a diary about the phases of making the film.

38  Hubert I. Cohen, Ingmar Bergman: The Art of Confession (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1993), 183.
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cated in Tomas’ prayer: communion with Christ and one another, or the lack of 
any communion.39

David, the writer in Through a Glass Darkly says: “One draws a magic circle 
around oneself – to keep everything out that doesn’t fit one’s secret games. Each time 
life breaks the circle, the games become puny and ridiculous. So one draws a new 
circle and builds new defences.” Each film of the trilogy presents characters who 
draw such magic circles around themselves. In Winter Light it is the wife of Tomas 
who – as long as she lived - used to protect him from everything that was evil, ugly 
and dangerous to his vision of himself, God or God’s world. But since her death the 
pain of loss has constituted this pervasive circle. The teacher (Märta) lives in the spell 
of her love for Tomas by almost objectivizing him as a property (“my poor Tomas”). 
Jonas, a church member embodies the global anxiety, helplessness and vulnerability 
of man of the atomic age, confronting “the dreadful and total contingency of human 
existence”.40 The close-ups of faces picture this claustrophobic state well. We can look 
at these depictions as the cinematic representations of what theological tradition 
views as preoccupation with oneself, being curved in on oneself.41

The most common form of this preoccupation with oneself is the love of oneself 
(amor sui), which, on the one hand, prevents us from approaching the other person 
for the sake of himself/herself and, on the other hand, prevents us from loving God 
for Godself.42 In other words, sin in this approach is objectification – objectification 
of the other person and of God.

The latter one is formulated in special images of god in Winter Light. The mo-
tif of the spider-god43 returns in Winter Light in the dialogue between Tomas, and 
Jonas. The dialogue becomes Tomas’ “confessional monologue”:

TOMAS – I’m no good as a clergyman. I put my faith in an improbable and private 
image of a fatherly god. One who loved mankind, of course, but me most of all. […] 
what a monstrous mistake I made. […] Picture my prayers to an echo-god – who 
gave benign answers and reassuring blessings. Every time I confronted God with the 

39  “We thank thee, Almighty father who through Thy Son Jesus Christ – hast instituted this Holy 
Communion to our consolation and bliss.”

40  Barrett, Irrational Man, 65.
41  I thank Duth theologian Martien E. Brinkman for this possible approach. Martien E. Brinkman, 

Jesus Incognito – The Hidden Christ in Western Art since 1960 (Amsterdam / New York: Rodopi, 
2013), 68. In the history of theology, among others, it was Augustine, Luther, and Pannenberg who 
described sin with the concept of homo incurvatus in se ipsum. See Wolfhart Pannenberg, Was ist der 
Mensch? Die Anthropologie der Gegenwart im Lichte der Theologie (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Rup-
recht, 2011), 40–49.

42  Pannenberg, Was ist der Mensch?, 47.
43  According to a psychological interpretation the spider-god motif expresses Tomas poisonous self-ha-

tred (Marta to Tomas: “You’ll hate yourself to death.”) It is also present in the form of harming oth-
ers: it confirms Jonas delusional fears which lead to suicide and cruelly attacks Marta womanhood. 
Dervin, “Ingmar Bergman’s Films,” 218.



75

Film and Theology in Conversation on the Silence of God on the basis of Ingmar Bergman’s Winter Light

2018 – 2  SároSpataki Füzetek 22

realities I witnessed – he turned into something ugly and revolting. A spider god, a 
monster. So I fled from the light, clutching my image to myself in the dark.

Tomas admits that the god he trusts simply echoes his own beliefs and wishes. God 
is a god made in the image of man; a mere projection. The god Tomas has created for 
himself is supposed to be a protecting god (just like his mother and wife): against fear 
of death, against the horrible things of life. But he has experienced god as a destruc-
tive force, as an evil power.44 When human beings attempt to incorporate God into a 
system, trying to transform god into a mere object, in Paul Tillich’s words,

“God appears as the invincible tyrant, the being in contrast with whom all other 
beings are without freedom and subjectivity. He is equated with the recent tyrants 
who with the help of terror tries to transform everything into a mere object, a thing 
among things, a cog in the machine they control.”45

Tomas struggles with his negative experiences of a non-communicative God. God’s 
silence in the midst of the horrors of this world becomes unbearable and God is ex-
perienced as terrifying, not compassionate and loving: a spider-god.46

Bergman’s characters do not perceive the presence but only the absence of God. 
For them, a god who is silent does not exist. That is why there is only one character 
whose experience of God is eventually positive: ‘Daddy spoke to me’, says Minus, 
the son in Through a Glass Darkly. Winter Light exposes how much our expectations 
of a perfectly loving God are determined by the analogy we use to define the love 
of God.47 According to David in Through a Glass Darkly, all kinds of love are God: 

44  Steene, “Archetypal Patterns,” 73. The god he got to know was not of light but of darkness. Bergman 
again presents rejection of the classical metaphysical arguments on the problem of evil: the reality 
of evil cannot be reconciled with a perfect (omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent) and loving God 
(Györffy, Mágia és mesterség, 144; Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 166). God can only be a 
“spider-god, a monster” whom he cannot love or forgive, thus cannot believe in. A God who does not 
care does not exist anymore (Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 7).

45  Paul Tillich, The Courage To Be (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961), 185.
46  Some theologians maintain that the existential doubt depicted in the films of Ingmar Bergman 

has theological implications and is in connection with the notion of God as Totally Other, who is 
beyond comprehension (Bird, “Ingmar Bergman”, 146). Tracy explains that Luther speaks of God’s 
hiddenness not only in this sense, but in a rather ambivalent sense as well. God’s hiddenness can be 
so overwhelming that God is sometimes experienced as purely frightening, not loving, “sometimes 
even as an impersonal reality – ‘it’ – of sheer power and energy, signified by such metaphors, such 
fragmentary metaphors as abyss, chasm, chaos, horror. […] It is this radical sense of God’s hidden-
ness which one senses in Paul Tillich at his most dialectical in his pleas for a ‘God beyond God’, and 
in such artists, inspired by Swedish Lutheran culture, as Ingmar Bergman” (David Tracy, “Form & 
Fragment: The Recovery of the Hidden and Incomprehensible God.” CTI Reflections 3 (1999): 82, 
Center of Theological Inquiry, accessed on April 28, 2006. http://www.ctinquiry.org/publications/
reflections_volume_3/download_volume_3/tracy_essay.pdf ).

47  For introducing some of the expectations of God resulting from different analogies applied see 
Daniel Howard-Snyder – Paul K. Moser, eds., Divine Hiddenness, New Essays (Cambridge University 
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“The highest and the lowest, the most ridiculous and the most sublime.” In the first 
episode of the trilogy, divine love is primarily in analogy of parental love. In the con-
cluding scene it is not important what David tells his son Minus, but that communi-
cation happens between father and son.48 However, this notion of God is a “reduced” 
one; God becomes “a subjective need, a projection of our fear of life and death”.49

Bergman considers the Communion as the parody of the theorem of religion at 
the end of Through a Glass Darkly.50 The theorem “God is love, and love is God. Love 
is the proof of God’s existence. Love exists as something real in the world of men and 
women,” is repeated almost word for word. However, in the organist Blom’s words 
it becomes a jargon, an outpouring of a miserable clergyman. In Winter Light there 
are no parents, no wife providing maternal protection. The death of divine love, a 
“problem-solving” God, a deus ex machina built on the analogy of parental love is 
necessary. In Christian theology, among others, Dietrich Bonhoeffer gave voice to 
this thought:

“Here is the decisive difference between Christianity and all religions. Man’s relig-
iosity makes him look in his distress to the power of God in the world: God is the 
deus ex machina. The Bible directs man to God’s powerlessness and suffering; only 
the suffering God can help. To that extent we may say that the development towards 
the world’s coming of age […], which has done away with a false conception of God, 
opens up a way of seeing the God of the Bible, who wins power and space in the 
world by his weakness.”51

What follows from this? Dependence and need are not appropriate descriptions of 
our relationship with God. The essence of redemption is not that the individual is 
placed in a protected place where she/he can be safe from doubts and self-justifica-
tion. In other words, we cannot be religious if religion is defined as a system that con-
siders God (gods) as the fulfiller of our desires and needs or a mere problem-solver.52 
Tomas’ echo-god is the god of this kind of religion.

Bergman divided the film into three parts: 1. destruction –breaking up the the-
orem “God is love”; 2. emptiness after the destruction; 3. the awakening of a new 
faith.53 Tomas stands before the altar. “What a ridiculous image,” he says staring at 
the crucifix: the tortured son of God between the knees of God the Father. Bergman 
begins to break up his theorem– God is love, love is God. Tomas declares his disbe-

Press, 2002), 7–8.
48  Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 136.
49  Steene, “Images and Words,” 30.
50  Bergman on Bergman 164–167
51  [Tegel] 16 July [1944], Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison (New York, NY: Touch-

stone, 1997), 361. 
52  William Hamilton, “Diertich Bonhoeffer,” in Radical Theology and the Death of God, eds., Thomas 

J.  Altizer – William Hamilton (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1966), 116.
53  Sjöman, “From L 136,” 36.
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lief, and unwillingness to worship a God who sacrifices his Son, turns away from the 
one who lives his life perfectly in accordance with his will.54 Märta arrives:

MÄRTA – What is it, Tomas?
TOMAS – Anyhow it would leave you cold...  God’s silence.
M – God’s silence?
T – God’s silence. (starts coughing55) Tomas Persson and his wife were here, and I 
could only talk drivel. Cut off from God. Yet I had a feeling that each word was 
fateful, somehow.
[…]
MÄRTA – You’re impossible at times: ‘God’s silence. There’s no word from God.’ 
God doesn’t exist! It’s as simple as that. […] You must learn to love.
TOMAS – And you can teach me that?
M – Not me… I don’t have magic powers.

This is the next step towards smashing the coda – “love cannot be equated on a one-
to-one basis with a transcendent God, nor is love some miraculous cure-all.”56

Tomas has done away with the God of metaphysics: we cannot argue any more 
for the existence of God by means of logic or the traditional symbols of God’s actions 
manifest in creation – all this is absurd. He feels free now, but at this point he can 
only define what he is free from:57

TOMAS – If there is no God. Would it really make any difference? Life would be-
come understandable. What a relief! And thus death would be a snuffing out of life. 
The dissolution of body and soul. Cruelty, loneliness and fear […] all these things 
would be straightforward and transparent. Suffering is incomprehensible, so it needs 
no explanation. There is no creator. No sustainer of Life. No design.

The camera dollies on Tomas; the vestry is suddenly filled with light through the 
window from behind; he looks around, stares at the window, then at Christ’s face on 
the wall; there is absolute silence. “My God, why have you forsaken me?” He then 
goes back to the church; the same light pours in through the church window as he 
enters. He falls to the ground; his face is flooded by the sunlight (“…the Lord let the 
light of His countenance shine upon you, and be gracious unto you” – the words of 
the blessing pronounced at the end of the communion service). He utters the words: 
“I’m free, free at last.” He is free from the “metaphysical god”, the one that holds the 

54  Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 153.
55  The sick body is the result of lack, some kind of flaw. Something has broken or gone wrong between 

man and man, man and God (Gelencsér, “Beszédes csend”, 75)
56  Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 160.
57  Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 153, 167.
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suffering Christ (and Tomas?) between his knees. However, at present there is noth-
ing to take the place of his echo-god.58

What follows is a lengthy sequence without words, close-ups and emotions – a 
primary, superficial depiction of emptiness. The camera watches from a distance; the 
high-shots express Tomas’ loneliness. Human voice is inaudible, only the non-stop 
thundering sound of the rapids is heard. Deafening silence that overcomes any other 
voice: even Märta’s words cannot get through to the unresponsive Tomas.59

Bergman presents the hell of being curved in on oneself in the context of a li-
turgical event, the Lord’s Supper, or communion, derived from the Latin theological 
language. Those taking the Lord’s Supper are in communion with God and with one 
another. The question is whether a person being curved in on oneself is capable of 
being open to the O/other. Jonas, the tragic character of the film does not have this 
ability: he chooses suicide.

Towards the end of the film, Märta, who earlier said to Tomas that she did not 
have magic powers and that she would never pray again, now kneels; bows her head; 
in extreme close-up, her face in silhouette; she prayerfully says: “If only we could feel 
safe. And dare show each other tenderness. If only we had some truth to believe in. 
If only we could believe…”60 By the time she utters this last sentence, the camera 
has shifted to Tomas (auditory overlap), and we see his bent head in his hand al-
most exactly as Märta’s is in hers, trying to decide. Tomas looks up and takes a deep 
breath – “Nothing more is needed to indicate the new feeling which moves inside 
the pastor.”61 The scene moves to Märta’s face against the back lighting of a window. 
“The Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace,” the same words of blessing 
were pronounced in the morning service with a close-up shot of Märta’s then emo-
tionless face. Now for the first time we see her calm and peaceful. 62 The next shot 
is a close-up of Tomas before the altar, his face is pale and anxious; he is covered in 
light (church chandeliers and some candle light); his eyes are fixed on nowhere in the 
middle-distance as he begins the service with the words: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord 
of hosts. The whole earth is full of his glory.” This is Tomas’ first attempt to step out 
from his magic circle. Märta’s “prayer is in a sense answered: he responds to her love 
by going on with the service in that empty country church. It’s his first step toward 
feeling, toward learning how to love. We’re saved not by God, but by love. That’s the 
most we can hope for.”63 

58  Ketcham, The Influence of Existentialism, 168, 171.
59  Cohen, Ingmar Bergman, 189.
60  “Tomas is much too weak to be of any use in God’s work. God can’t instill any new strength in him 

– but in Marta, quite the contrary! It is Marta who takes over the struggle for faith in the end…” 
(Sjöman, “From L 136,” 38).

61  Sjöman, “From L 136,” 37.
62  Cohen, Ingmar Bergman, 192.
63  “Playboy Interview: Ingmar Bergman,” originally published in Playboy (June 1964): 61–68, Berg-

manorama – The Magic Works of Ingmar Bergman, accessed May 29, 2007, http://www.bergmano-
rama.com/playboy64.htm.
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In this concluding scene the moment of the Heideggerian decisiveness or reso-
lution64 has arrived, the possibility to be genuinely oneself by a conscious decision: 
“There is no God. […] I am free, free at last,” and the decision Tomas makes at the 
end of the film carries this same feature: in this new freedom, an inner authority 
overwrites the outer authorities;65 despite the circumstances, traditional church cus-
toms66 and his own loss of faith, he decides to hold the service; as if his being curved 
in on himself were to be transformed into being for the other: he does all this for 
Märta.67 But he does not get any further.68 In Christ agonizing between the knees 
of God the Father, he sees only his abandonment by God, and oversees the fact that 
the Son turns to the Father with his pain and complaint: “the Crucified […] cried to 
God who remained his God after the God of confidence had left him in the darkness 
of doubt and meaninglessness.”69

For Bergman, the Cross symbolizes the silence of God, although the metaphor is 
not of theological nature for him. Theology considers the Cross to be God’s hidden-
ness (Deus absconditus). Yet, God reveals Himself (Deus revelatus), for example in the 
sacraments. In the film, the concluding worship service represents true communio, 
and is of revelatory nature for Bergman: the first moment of true communication. 
The emphasis now is not on the words but on turning to Märta, when Tomas under-
stands: a single person is enough to hold the worship service. This is how Bergman 
writes about the trilogy:

“Each film … has its moment of contact, of human communication: […] the pastor 
conducting the service in the empty church for Märta at the end of Winter Light; 
[…]. A tiny moment in each film, but the crucial one. What matters most of all in 
life is being able to make that contact with another human. Otherwise you are dead, 
like so many people today are dead. But if you can take the first step toward com-
munication, toward understanding, toward love, then no matter how difficult the 
future may be – and have no illusions even with all the love in the world, living can 
be hellishly difficult – then you are saved. This is all that matters, isn’t it”?70

64  Cf. Tillich, The Courage to Be, 148.
65  Steene, “Archetypal Patterns,” 72f
66  On the custom see Cohen, Ingmar Bergman, 192. If not more than three church members came 

to worship (this did not include the minister, the cantor, and the sexton), holding the service was 
optional.

67  Steene, “Images and Words,” 30.
68  It is for this reason that Ketcham argues for “Märta’s apotheosis”. Ketcham, The Influence of Existen-

tialism, 172.
69  Tillich, The Courage to Be, 188.
70  Cynthia Grenier, “Ingmar Bergman: A candid conversation with Sweden’s one-man new wave of 

cinematic sorcery,” Playboy 11, no. 6 (1964): 68/61–68.
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Concluding thoughts
The changing of the concept of religion and religiosity having started with 
Schleiermacher also brought about the changing of the concept of transcendence: we 
can see a shift from vertical transcendence to horizontal transcendence.71 Bergman 
can be regarded as a representative of horizontal transcendence: for him to seek the 
Divine (or redemption) is not done outside this earthly reality; both realities point in 
the same direction; the ‘here’ and ‘beyond’ are so closely related that the transcend-
ent pole becomes neutral and only the immanent one remains (radical immanence). 
From another approach, we can also say that Bergman emphasizes the inexpressibil-
ity of the Divine by means of the silence of God metaphor, rejecting the opposition 
between transcendence and immanence, since the wholly different Divine can ap-
pear in the Other (person) (transcendence as alterity).72 Thus, the viewer is offered 
two ways. The one is by experiencing transcendence as alterity, “simply a recognition, 
and overcoming, of human restrictions rather than the response to contact with the 
divine. It may be a transcendence of the self, of personal limitations, and the fleet-
ing, imaginative experience of ‘the other’ who is liberated from the limitations under 
which the audience still live.”73 The other is radical immanence. However, through 
representing the negative, and through the astonishing effect of contrast, a desire for 
transcendence or even for redemption may arise in the viewer.74 

71  See the description of this process in Harry Kunneman, “Critical Humanism and the Problem of 
Evil,” in Probing the Depths of Evil and Good, Multireligious Views and Case Studies, eds. Jeral D. Gort 
– Henry Jansen – Hendrik M. Vroom (Amsterdam / New York, N.Y., Rodopi, 2007), 339–341. 
Dutch theologian Wessel Stoker divides the two types into further subtypes, describing the particular 
notion of revelation and culture of each type. Wessel Stoker, “Culture and Transcendence: A Typol-
ogy”, in Looking Beyond? Shifting Views of Transcendence in Philosophy, Theology, Art, and Politics, eds. 
Wessel Stoker – W. L. van der Merwe (Amsterdam / New York, Rodopi, 2012), 5–28. 

72  Wessel, “Culture and Transcendence,” 8.
73  Robert Pope, Salvation in Celluloid – Theology, Imagination and Film (London / New York, T&T 

Clark / Continuum, 2007), 65.
74  Brinkman, Jesus Incognito, 50.


