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Faith and Film: An Analysis of The Tree of Life 

     Before any line of dialogue is heard in Terrence Malick’s The Tree of Life, a verse from the 

book of Job slowly fades in and out, Job 38:4,7: “Where were you when I laid the foundations of 

the earth? …When the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?” 

This verse appearing at the beginning of the film sets the framework for the idea of faith that the 

film is about to present, although at times it seems extremely subtle. Perhaps audiences watching 

the film that are unfamiliar with the book of Job, or Scripture in general, may dismiss this 

opening title and even dismiss the film as a whole. But keeping this verse in mind throughout 

The Tree of Life (especially the first thirty or forty minutes) may help the viewer take away a 

cohesive narrative in the film that many audiences will not easily see. 

     As with many other Terrence Malick films, all the main characters at one point in the film are 

heard whispering, often talking to God. The mother has the largest amount at the beginning, 

saying that she learned in church that people who have love and grace “never [come] to a bad 

end,” and then we watch her and her husband mourn over the loss of their second-eldest son. 

These images crosscut between another narrative of their eldest son as an adult, still struggling 

with the loss of his brother. But seeing these two narratives together, we see that these two 

people, though at different points in their lives, are asking God tough questions: Why did this 

boy have to die? The mother even asks, “Was I false to you?”, as if she sees this suffering as 

punishment for some kind of sin, the same way Job’s friends came to him and told him he was 

suffering because he had committed some great sin against God. 



     Keeping the story of Job in mind while watching this brings a whole other level to the conflict 

between these characters and their God. For as is written in Job 38, God basically tells Job that to 

know the reason he is struggling is not necessary, for God is God and Job is not. And God 

expands on this for two chapters, describing to Job the creation of the world and what He has 

created, the same way that The Tree of Life pauses from the narratives of these two people to 

take twenty minutes to show images of the forming of the world, of creation interacting for the 

first time. They are images that, when put next to the story of the O’Brien family that the film 

follows for its remainder, make their narrative seem much less important. 

     Nevertheless, the sequence of creation concludes, and we see the O’Brien family growing up 

and many of the hardships they experience, whether natural or sinful. The children lose one of 

their friends after he drowns in a pool. Another boy in the neighborhood is scarred after his 

house catches on fire. Mr. O’Brien eventually even loses his job, and the family is forced to 

move away. But along with these hardships, we see the struggles that the family members 

themselves are guilty of. The father wants his boys to be tough and teaches them in a way that 

enforces that. The boys feel oppressed by their father’s instructions and often try to rebel against 

him in different ways.  

     Even the eldest son experiences lust, jealousy, and superiority over his younger brother, and 

we see him struggle through it all, even whispering cries to God that seem to have been lifted out 

of Scripture: “What I want to do, I can’t do. I do what I hate.” A lot of this is driven out of 

temptation to rebel that his friends are encouraging him to do. One boy even tells him that his 

parents give him rules to keep him “ignorant”, that they themselves experiment in the same way 

the son wants to. Scenes like this bring another story of Scripture into the film: the fall of man as 

written about in the third chapter of Genesis, where the serpent tells Eve that God told her not to 

eat from the tree of knowledge so that she would not know as God, knowing good and evil. 

Perhaps this is where the film gets its title: because Adam and Eve sinned and ate from the tree 



of knowledge, they were forbidden the opportunity to live forever as provided by the tree of life 

and were forced out of the Garden of Eden. 

     But every so often, we also see images of grace. After the eldest son has led to his younger 

brother being hurt in the woods, the eldest, filled with regret, goes back to the younger brother 

and apologizes, telling him he does not want to hurt him. In response, the younger brother passes 

up the opportunity to injure his brother in return. Even Mr. O’Brien, after he loses his job, 

embraces his son (more gently than the audience has usually seen the two embrace) and tells 

him, “You’re all I have. You’re all I want to have.” In the beginning of the film, as Mrs. O’Brien 

narrates about the opposing paths of nature and grace, these ideas set up the conflict in the family 

where the father for so long has represented the way of nature, the tougher way of the world, and 

the mother has represented the way of grace, the loving way of the divine. As the family resolves 

nearing the end of the film, the audience feels at least a little closure.  

     So as the film reaches its conclusion, the mother and the now adult eldest son are left (along 

with the audience) to put the pieces together. As they reflect on their own lives and beyond, what 

does all of it mean regarding the death of the second son? Taken in the context of the book of Job 

and God’s response to Job, the events in the film may not seem so random after all. Perhaps in 

the same way Job asked God why he was suffering in chapters 26-31 and God responded by 

showing him how small he was, God is responding to Mrs. O’Brien and her son asking why they 

were suffering by showing them how small they were. Not only are their lives so small in 

comparison to the rest of the world, and even the entire universe and beyond, but there is no one 

point in any of their lives where they sinned so as to deserve the death of their son or brother.  

     When the mother and brother accept this, and as the eldest son walks through the 

metaphorical desert he is in being led by the spirit, he steps through the doorframe in the middle 

of it all and is transported into a new way of thinking, as he stands at a beach surrounded by the 

memories of the important people in his life: his mother and father, his brothers, his neighbors, 



even his younger self. Perhaps this metaphor of an ending represents the hope that God provides 

the O’Brien family as they struggle with their loss—as if God is assuring them that there will be 

a time when we will all be united once again by divine grace, recognizing everyone and 

celebrating our time together. 

     So as the film concludes, these two characters whose lives we have followed for so long in 

The Tree of Life are taking all of this in: their suffering and their sins, but also God’s creation 

and God’s grace. And perhaps the mother is finally realizing God’s power to heal and restore for 

the first time, when she (accompanied by what may be angels or some kind of spirits) utters the 

last whispered narration in the film: “I give him to You. I give You my son.” Because of her 

faith, she is able to let her son go and be free of the pain she has suffered. As for the eldest son, 

he is never shown saying this same thing, but it may be safe to say that after being on that beach 

and reconciling with his past, he may in fact have been able to surrender himself and, implied by 

the final few shots, live out the grace he has been shown where he is now in the world. 

     It is possible that audiences unfamiliar with religion or Scripture may not understand or 

appreciate The Tree of Life as an outstanding motion picture, let alone a powerful story of faith. 

But it is also possible that by making the film so ambiguous, so intimate, and so beautiful, 

Terrence Malick has directed this film in a way that audiences can find God on their own, 

without some kind of Gospel message impressed upon them by the actual film. Maybe this is the 

most effective way of presenting faith in film after all. 


