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In a cloistered convent near Montreal, a young novice gives birth to a child in her room and it dies. The superior finds the baby wrapped in a towel in the wastebasket. The authorities suspect that Sister Agnes of God has murdered the infant.

The superior, Sister Miriam Ruth is in, fact, Agnes' aunt. She allowed Agnes, though simple minded and extremely naïve, to enter the convent in order to protect her. Though she refuses to cooperate in the investigation, Sister Miriam is forced to disclose information to the police. She is also required to give testimony in the subsequent trial.

The court appoints a psychiatrist to examine Agnes in order to assess her mental state, find out how Agnes became pregnant and what had really happened to the child. For the psychiatrist, Martha Livingston, it is a personal challenge because she is now an agnostic, having abandoned the practice of her faith because the nuns at school treated her badly when she was growing up. The superior who, in turn, has to face up to the truth of what Agnes has done, also challenges the psychiatrist.

There is no clear revelation as to what actually happened to Agnes. Various hypotheses are examined: that she was assaulted and raped by an intruder; that she willingly had sex with an outsider and that her pregnancy was psychosomatic. Finally, it is proposed that there was a mysterious religious cause, an overshadowing by the Holy Spirit. In the courtroom, she manifests signs of hysteria, mystical experience and the stigmata.

Agnes of God was originally a play written by John Peilmeier who adapted it for the screen. Director Norman Jewison has had a long and successful career. His movies cover a variety of genres including Oscar winners and nominees like In the Heat of the Night, Fiddler on the Roof, Moonstruck, The Hurricane. He also directed the movie version of Jesus Christ, Superstar.

This film is a psychological study of a disturbed young woman with seeming low intelligence. In isolated and protective surroundings where her aunt is the religious superior, she is caught up in strange manifestations of sexuality and violence. Agnes is an innocent lamb who seems to be on the way to some form of destruction. There are hints that her mother abused Agnes as a child.

Neither the screenplay nor the sometimes-graphic images in the film offer clear answers to questions about what really happened to Agnes. Rather, the audience can speculate from their personal perspectives, whether rationalist or religious or some of both. The screenplay does propose the experience of a virginal conception and birth (which is what Agnes herself thinks she has undergone) for the audience's consideration.

Three talented stars give forceful performances that enhance the frequently sharp dialogue: Jane Fonda plays the psychiatrist, Anne Bancroft the superior and Meg Tilly, Agnes. The latter two actresses received Oscar nominations for their roles in the film.
