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A movie theater is a magical place. We laugh and cry, marvel and curse--occasionally we are

even transported, the projector casting fresh light on both ourselves and the world around us.

"Mockingbird at the Movies" collects essays from a wide range of contributors, exploring the

films that have touched us most. Some are beautiful, some confrontational, some silly, some

sad, some all of the above; taken together, they bear witness to the power of film to move the

heart and lift the spirit. Grab your popcorn and press play.
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ZahlINTRODUCTIONIt was an ill-defined notion but there nevertheless—my vague childhood

idea that ‘Hollywood’ had it in for me. As if it were a secret society that gathered around

candlelit conference tables discussing how it could sneak more sex, drugs, and sin into movies

in order to catch innocent minds like my own unawares. As a kid, I’d hear people, especially

with Christian tendencies, scoff about gratuitous violence and say, “Classic Hollywood.” But

that a great many movies might be inappropriate for children doesn’t discount the fact that the

fear of movies often goes to battle with the lived experience of them: the comfort of a

glamorous rom-com, or the catharsis of a well-crafted tear-jerker, or the way that a

foulmouthed comedy makes your stomach hurt from laughing.This little book, however,

attempts not to point out the ‘intersection’ of Christianity and film, as though they were two

distinct entities, but more to say that the Gospel seems to breathe out of those things that

affect us the most, film included. This is what French philosopher Simone Weil meant when

she wrote, “The world is the closed door. It is a barrier. And at the same time it is the way

through…Every separation is a link.” The questionable output of Hollywood might seem a far

cry from the Gospel of Christ, but we find, in the end, that they aren’t as incompatible as they

might at first seem.The first movie that made me cry was the full-length Pokémon movie. As

the protagonist, Ash, dove in front of a magical ice blast in order to stop the climactic final

battle, he turned to stone before my very eyes. I was just five years old and completely beside

myself. Only when Ash had been showered in the tears of all of his Pokémon was he thawed

out to life, and as he was raised I realized that I would have to see this again, and again, and

again, if only just to feel what I felt that first time through.Sometimes we watch movies just to

feel something—to cry or laugh or shrink back into the couch, listening to our pulses speed up

as the private eye descends the creaky staircase into the serial killer’s basement. Movies

themselves are like private eyes, sneaking into the basement of our own subconscious, shining

a flashlight in the dark. They serve as an external force poking at an internal sleeper, waking

him up and bringing him to the surface in some sort of emotional outburst. This is something

we at Mockingbird refer to as ‘abreaction’—even if a movie doesn’t read like a Bible study, it

nevertheless takes a heavy dose of truth to wake the dead. A good movie makes you want to

talk about it, or watch it again, or force someone else to watch it with you while you watch

them, hoping they have the same experience you did the first go-round.As a ministry,

Mockingbird seeks to point out the natural links between the Gospel message and the

doldrums of daily life, in which movies often play a significant role: NPR reported in 2013 that

Americans spent over twenty billion dollars on movies, and my own mother reported that in

1978 she watched Grease seven times back-to-back. We live in an increasingly visual society,

where pictures on social media denote how we feel, where we can order pizza with emojis. But

something about the ‘motion picture’ remains particularly special, because it’s not just the

visuals—it’s the acting and the music and the stories. And often the stories work like doors,

opening up and leading us into a world of sacrifice, or freedom, or deep human suffering. They

can be arrows pointing us to what matters most. And, in a world where the Christian faith can

feel like an extracurricular, the ministry of everyday life cannot risk ignoring these silver



signposts.Mockingbird at the Movies brings together the many voices of Mockingbird’s

contributing writers, from all tastes, backgrounds, and perspectives. We’ve got essays from film

experts, casual fans, pastors, theologians, and even a few critics. But what you hold in your

hands is not necessarily a book of ‘reviews.’ Obviously we love the movies we’ve written about,

and hope you do too, but with this project we’ve decided to dish out less opinions than

observations, explaining why these are the movies that have stayed with us, in hopes that they

stay with you as well. If one essay doesn’t strike your fancy, move on to the next, because no

two are the same. Several of them first appeared on our website, and many, including a wide-

ranging selection of annotated lists, are brand new.By no means should this little book be

considered a comprehensive look at cinematic spirituality. We tried to collect a broad

smattering of titles from a wide range of genres, both new and old, familiar and strange, scary

and funny and moving—but the case is far from closed. The Spirit of God continues stretching

toward us, using everything in his way—from fantasy movies to cult classics to Oscar-winning

dramadies—to keep us from forgetting the good news of God’s indiscriminate compassion for

humankind. Our hope is that these essays, much like Pokémon tears, will help turn stone to

flesh or, at the very least, serve as a healthy reminder to pop in a movie every once in a while,

turn down the lights, and kick up your feet.— C. J. Green, EditorRoughing Up Wes

AndersonbyDavid ZahlIt is easy to forget that all of Wes Anderson’s films have happy endings.

Sadness and loss pervade much of his work, as does a sardonic sense of humor that

frequently goes along with a downcast view of the world. Plus, the urban aesthetes who

comprise the most loyal portion of his audience tend to be a cynical lot, so you could excuse

casual observers for extrapolating a certain darkness. Yet they would be mistaken. He always

leaves viewers on an upbeat note.This does not mean that his work steers clear of ugliness or

tragedy. Dramatic upheavals are common. But in his filmic universe, catastrophe serves a

redemptive purpose. More than that, it signals the hand of God.The very mention of a religious

dimension to Wes Anderson’s films may sound surprising, even bizarre. It is certainly not what

he is known for. Critics praise his visual imagination, his attention to detail, his pet themes, and

oft-imitated (but never replicated) whimsy. They do not, as a group, gravitate toward spiritual

language when discussing his movies. If anything, Wes has been criticized for the emotional

distance of his dollhouse-like visions. The net effect of the fanciful scenery and mannered

dialogue is to keep the viewer from fully entering into the picture, heart-wise, to say nothing of

the spirit. Everything is so gloriously precise; it seems there is no room in a Wes Anderson film

for any deity other than Wes Anderson.While such a view may not be entirely unfounded, it

does not account for the stories themselves, in particular the trilogy of The Darjeeling Limited,

Moonrise Kingdom, and The Grand Budapest Hotel. What emerges is something more akin to

the fake Italian talk show interview with Wes that’s included on the Criterion edition of The Life

Aquatic.[1] Following a series of increasingly awkward exchanges, the befuddled host asks the

director point-blank if he believes in God. Wes answers, “Eh, I think so. Yeah. I mean,

roughly.”By “roughly” he no doubt meant “approximately.” Yet given the films in question he

might as well have been using it in the physical sense. In Anderson’s films, God intervenes

upon hapless human beings with force, often in the guise of something cataclysmic and

unpleasant—a divine interruption as opposed to something engineered by one of the

protagonists. However precious his sensibility may be in other ways—that is, the opposite of

gothic—Wes demonstrates time and again an implicit grasp of what novelist Flannery

O’Connor once described in relation to her own work:I suppose the reasons for the use of so

much violence in modern fiction will differ with each writer who uses it, but in my own stories I

have found that violence is strangely capable of returning my characters to reality and



preparing them to accept their moment of grace. Their heads are so hard that almost nothing

else will do the work. This idea, that reality is something to which we must be returned at

considerable cost, is one which is seldom understood by the casual reader, but it is one which

is implicit in the Christian view of the world.[2]Where Flannery speaks of hard-headedness,

Wes’ characters tend to be softer, not so much calloused by suffering and indignity as

consumed with charming minutiae and narcissistic navel-gazing. But the inwardness proves

intractable and warrants just as much of an abrupt, outside interruption. In The Royal

Tenenbaums, it takes the form of a maniacal car crash; in The Life Aquatic, a pirate attack; in

Fantastic Mr. Fox, an uprooting; and so on.Nowhere does Wes reflect Flannery’s perspective

more blatantly than in The Darjeeling Limited (2007). The film tells the story of three privileged

brothers, the Whitmans, and their sub-continental ‘spiritual journey’—by rail—following the

sudden death of their father and prolonged absence of their mother. As we find out, each

sibling has been distracting himself from the pain in his own self-destructive fashion: Francis

(Owen Wilson) through suicidal recklessness, Peter (Adrien Brody) through emotional isolation,

Jack (Jason Schwartzman) through co-dependency, and all of them through substance abuse.

Together they comprise a lovable if dysfunctional set of siblings, arrested in their development

to a comical degree, yet doing the best they can with the hand they have been dealt. That is to

say, they are looking for healing. Sort of.Unfortunately, the Whitman brothers sabotage the

purpose of their trip for themselves, wreaking so much havoc that they are booted from their

train in the middle of the Indian countryside. Standing on the railway platform, they receive a

telegram from their estranged mother (living in India herself), entreating them to stay away

from the convent where she has taken up residence. Her message leaves them even more

demoralized and defeated than before.The next morning, making their way back to civilization

alongside a roaring river, they spy three little boys—brothers perhaps—precariously traversing

the busiest part of the rapids, groceries in tow. When the boys’ makeshift ferry capsizes, all

three Whitmans spring into action and attempt to save their younger Indian counterparts. They

are only partly successful; one of the boys dies. The two surviving children bring the

dumbstruck Whitmans back to their village where the camera lingers silently on several scenes

of grief, shifting the tone of the film dramatically.We watch as a day or so later the Whitmans

board a bus, bound for the city. A fellow passenger asks what brought them to such a remote

place. Francis answers, “Well, originally, I guess we came here on a spiritual journey. But that

didn’t really pan out.” At that moment, one of the other children hops on board and invites them

to the boy’s funeral. They accept without hesitation.The next scene is masterful. As The Kinks’

“Strangers” plays, Wes conducts a slow-motion montage of the burial. The sun is shining

though, and everyone is wearing white. The father anoints his deceased son’s body with oil,

and places him on a bier. After the fire dies down, the mourners wash themselves in the river,

Whitmans included. Wes doesn’t dwell on the baptismal imagery, but it’s there for all to see.

They are not the same afterward, at least not wholly. They are more patient with one another,

less petty, lighter somehow.The accident represents the hinge upon which not only the film

turns, but the Whitmans themselves. The death of the boy brings them into contact with their

own grief, and suddenly all of their attempts to circumvent their pain, including the spiritual

ones, dissolve into thin air. At last their chattering stops, and the brothers take notice of their

neighbors, perhaps for the first time. Their spiritual journey begins where they think it ends.No

one knows exactly what Wes and his co-writers were trying to say in the film, if anything. But

the tale they decided to tell bears out an inconvenient truth: You cannot contrive a spiritual

experience. In fact, the attempt tends to backfire. Breakthroughs of the kind that the Whitmans

undergo cannot be planned with laminated itineraries. Instead, spiritual experiences happen to



a person, and often through what that looks like a disaster.Perhaps this is part of what Martin

Luther meant in Thesis 21 of his Heidelberg Disputation, when he formulated:Only through

suffering and the Cross can a sinner come to know God. Suffering is the only clear indication of

God’s operation on the sinner. Knowledge of God comes when God happens to us, when God

does himself to us. We are crucified with Christ (Gal 2:19).The Darjeeling Limited does not

settle for merely lampooning Western attempts at commodifying Eastern spirituality. Instead, it

gives us a glimpse of genuine spirituality, the sort which, fortunately for us, cannot be divorced

from a theology of the cross. This is good news for the Whitmans, and it is good news for us.

Despite our ingenuity with self-medication and denial, God is merciful enough to cut through

our defenses, often when we least expect it.It would be five years until Wes made his next live-

action film, but when Moonrise Kingdom appeared in 2012, it derived much of its power from a

similar dynamic.[3]Moonrise Kingdom depicts the life of a fictional New England island named

New Penzance during the summer of 1965, in the days leading up to “the region’s worst

meteorological disaster in the second half of the twentieth century.” As with all Anderson films,

it is filled to the brim with quirky detail, understated running jokes, eccentric characters, terrific

music, and gorgeous set pieces. Thematically, his hallmarks are on full display: precocious

children, melancholy adults, and joyful mischief. Moonrise may not usurp Tenenbaums as the

most beloved of his films, or Rushmore as the giddiest, Zissou as the most idiosyncratic, or

Darjeeling as the most profound, but it nonetheless represents the zenith of Wes’ peculiar

vision. In fact, it may be the most generous expression of it yet.At the heart of Moonrise

Kingdom lies the romance between two twelve-year-olds, Sam Shakusky and Suzy Bishop.

Both are outcasts, orphan Sam being the round peg in New Penzance’s square-holed Khaki

Scout troupe, and Suzy the temperamental introvert in a family of mild-mannered boys and

attorney parents. The two meet backstage at a Vacation Bible School production of “Noye’s

Fludde” and become fast pen pals. Their relationship quickly escalates to the point where they

make arrangements to run away together, which they do, prompting an island-wide manhunt.

Needless to say, once they are discovered, the adults on the island do all in their power to

discourage the relationship.[4]Wes constructs the perfect recipe for a parable of law and grace,

which he delivers with both aplomb and heart. Writing for The New Yorker, Richard Brody

spelled this out beautifully:The young lovers, with their innocent, daring, intensely sincere, and

consecrated love (and the ultimate proof of that consecration…is their willingness to die for

each other), have provoked a scandal. They are assumed by the authorities—parents,

scoutmasters, scouts, and even the state…to be doing something indecent, immoral,

intolerable. They’re outlaws, and the law—the ostensible moral law—is after them. But in

Anderson’s view, they’re on the side of the good, indeed, the highest good. And he conveys the

notion…that when true passion is thwarted or frustrated, all hell—or, rather, heaven—breaks

loose, with a deluge of divine vengeance against those who would keep the couple apart.

[5]Sam and Suzy, however, are not so much vindicated as delivered. Meaning, they are just as

much in need of saving as the adults tracking them down. The storm intervenes on everyone,

driving them all back to—no joke—church, which provides the backdrop for a number of the

film’s key scenes.[6] The colorfully named St. Jack’s witnesses the hatching of Sam and Suzy’s

affection, provides refuge from the storm outside, and brings the community together in a

crucial way. It is the place where judgment is handed down (via Tilda Swinton, in a scene-

stealing performance as Social Services), and where the final word of grace is ultimately

pronounced.[7]The law—in the moving target form of parents, guardians, other scouts, even

the government—hounds Suzy and Sam mercilessly, bringing them to the point of exhaustion,

which also happens to be the top of the church steeple. Again, it turns out that the kids need to



be unburdened of their stubbornness and fear just as much as their elders do. For their own

part, despite how they are experienced by the youths, the generally well-meaning adults share

a common woundedness and desire for mercy themselves. Everyone on the island is ultimately

in the same stolen canoe, as it were.[8]Grace in Moonrise Kingdom arrives at precisely the last

moment possible, when Suzy and Sam have lost hope and are about to plummet willingly to

their deaths. The form it takes is biblical, too: Captain Sharp offers to adopt undeserving Sam,

who has put the sad deputy through quite an ordeal.[9] It is one-way love, pure and simple,

occasioned by a storm so fierce that any insurance company would term it ‘an act of God.’The

final scene of the movie finds Sam dressed in new clothes, a junior constable’s uniform, aka

those of his ersatz savior. The birds are chirping, the sun is shining, and everything points to

rebirth. The irony that these new clothes would normally signify the law only makes a charming

movie that much more so.Moonrise Kingdom was the first film that Wes chose not to set in the

present day. He decided to go further back in time for the follow-up, 2014’s The Grand

Budapest Hotel, the majority of which takes place in 1932, on the eve of the Second World

War. The titular resort is located in the fictional country of the Republic of Zubrowka, an Austo-

Hungarian wonderland of the most Andersonian vintage.The pacing is also considerably faster

than any other of his productions—a bonafide romp—so madcap, in fact, that recounting the

plot feels like a fruitless task.[10] Suffice it to say, it involves a dead widow, some villainous

heirs, a priceless painting, a girl with a birthmark that looks like Mexico, and a whole lot of

cologne. More importantly, at the center of the story lies another mediated father-son

relationship, between the flamboyant concierge M. Gustave (Ralph Fiennes, in a performance

for the ages) and Moustafa (Tony Revolori), his resourceful lobby boy, from whose perspective

the story is told.At the time of its release, a number of critics remarked on the nostalgia

inherent in Moonrise Kingdom and especially The Grand Budapest Hotel, a nostalgia for a

world that “never existed.”[11] Novelist Michael Chabon picked up on this sense of longing in a

beautiful section of his introduction to The Wes Anderson Collection:The world is so big, so

complicated, so replete with marvels and surprises that it takes years for most people to begin

to notice that it is, also, irretrievably broken. We call this period of research ‘childhood’…Along

the way, he or she…struggles to reconcile this fact with the ache of cosmic nostalgia that

arises, from time to time, in the researcher’s heart: an intimation of vanished glory, of lost

wholeness, a memory of the world unbroken. We call the moment at which this ache first

arises ‘adolescence.’ The feeling haunts people all their lives.The closest we can come to this

half-remembered Eden are the composites we find in works of art. To paraphrase Walker

Percy, a painting or a book or a song can tell us things we already knew but didn’t know we

knew, summoning emotions we are afraid to feel (but need to). This is very similar to what we

mean when we talk about the abreactive potential of art.The nostalgia vibe goes hand in hand

with Wes’ preoccupation with loss—of a marriage, of a parent, of a loved one, of a tail. Which is

not to suggest that his films could be called morbid. Far from it. The sorrow makes the mending

of Chabon’s broken pieces that much more breathtaking. This holds true for The Grand

Budapest Hotel. Here we are mourning—on the surface at least—the passing of an entire

world, one filled with delicious pastries and bad romantic poetry, Caspar David Friedrich

landscapes and Egon Schiele figure studies, secret societies and mountain top

monasteries.Yet as glorious as the window dressing may be, the occasion for the hijinks is the

closest Wes has come to real menace or evil, namely, the rise of fascism. The candy-coated

breathlessness runs so thick that he would have lost the tragic context had he not taken

special care to frame the story within different eras: 1968, 1985, and the present day. The

framing also makes it clear that Moustafa’s film-length soliloquy is fundamentally one of grace,



his response not just to being loved by a father figure, but being saved by one. To borrow

Gustave’s phrase, what does the “glimmer of civilization in this barbaric slaughterhouse we

once called humanity” actually look like? It looks like a man giving his life for his adopted child,

as Gustave ultimately does for Moustafa.What feels like an epilogue is where the actual target

of the nostalgia comes in. Come to find out, the grown-up 1968 Moustafa—the one narrating

the entire story—is not pining for a particular time or place that may never have existed, but for

specific people (Gustave and Agatha) who loved him at a cost to themselves. He is nostalgic

for a mountaintop experience, pun intended, born once again out of catastrophe—not a

meteorological but a political and personal one. Everything else pales in comparison to that

sacrifice. The elder Moustafa comes alive to the extent that he feels connected with that one

act of radical generosity.But the film doesn’t end there. Moustafa eventually purchases the

hotel, by then a faded husk of its former majesty, refashioning it as a memorial, which then

blossoms into an actual stone monument where followers pay homage. The story lives on as a

beacon of something more potent than happiness, something very close to grace. Or you might

say, something eternal.Or not. That’s just one man’s opinion.How to Put On a Killer Show

According toSCHOOL OF ROCKbyBryan JarrellJack Black’s School of Rock has graciously

given me one of my fondest memories from seminary. The student body was on a nine-hour

bus trip together returning to school from a missionary conference, and a few of us brought

DVDs along to play on the bus’s AV system. After watching Star Wars and a few other film

classics, we were frantically searching for the next movie we’d need to entertain our

theologically savvy theater on wheels. Like a DJ at a rockin’ dance party, the pressure was on

to choose the perfect next feature or risk completely killing the vibe.“School of Rock could

work,” one of us suggested. “But it has swear words in it,” cautioned one critic. “I agree we

could use a comedy; do we have anything better?” asked a third. “Will it offend some of our

international students?” asked a fourth. No better comedies were found, so one of us bravely

stumbled to the front of the bumpy charter bus to press play on this risky cinematic

gamble.Those international students I just mentioned…that year, a handful of students from

Africa’s more violent hotspots had joined the student body. Nigerian students whose churches

had been attacked by the terrorist group Boko Haram, Sudanese students who had fled as

refugees to Kenya because of civil war, Rwandan students who had lived through the 1994

genocide. All of them Christians with deep faiths forged in persecution and hardship. And all of

them, within the School of Rock’s first ten minutes, were falling out of their chairs in

uncontrollable laughter.The scene on the bus was surreal. As Jack Black reached pinnacle

Jack-Black-ness with his role as Dewey Finn, a rock-loving front man who snags a substitute

teaching gig at the state’s best prep school, the white Americans of the bus would politely

chuckle. It was dark outside and our smart phones had died a few hours earlier, so School of

Rock was the only boredom-killing tool we had left. But those same gags would send the

international students at the front of the bus into howls of laughter! These strong, brilliant,

solemn black men of the church, acquainted with those hardships Americans only see in the

news, were reduced to schoolgirl giggles and guffaws of joy at Jack Black’s silver screen

shenanigans.Their laughter and passion proved infectious. Before long, the whole busful of

stodgy theology types was laughing along with these Africans, wiping away our own Jack Black-

inspired tears.In the world of intercultural communication, it is often said that humor is among

the most difficult levels of communication to translate. I have absolutely no idea why the movie

connected with these specific men—School of Rock has so much going for it! The movie

features a ton of excellent music, with tracks from The Who, Led Zeppelin, The Ramones,

Cream, The Doors, and more. The kid actors are adorable, especially once you learn they’re



also the musicians and singers on the soundtrack. Joan Cusack is delightful as the straight-

laced principal trying to keep a legion of prep school parents satisfied.Those are all wonderful

aspects of the film. But if I had to guess why School of Rock has such wide appeal—and if

there’s one thing that has only grown more widespread and relevant since 2003, it’s the

outrageous performancism lampooned in the movie. Indeed, School of Rock encapsulates how

a voice of grace can undermine (and outperform!) the rigors of a culture that places outsized

importance on a person’s utility.It is no secret that the world, with its resumes and

scorekeeping and ladder-climbing, makes little distinction between our performance and our

value. Think of standardized tests, annual reviews, progress reports, etc. Unfortunately, the

church often works that way, too. One’s significance is measured by one’s ‘giftedness’ or how

much one volunteers or provides financially as a ‘giving unit.’ It’s not hard for that view to be

mistakenly translated vertically: One’s standing before God becomes interpreted through the

lens of how well we’re doing here below.The prep school where the movie takes place, Horace

Green, comes with all the neuroses you would expect in a culture of performance: children

striving to meet their parents’ high demands, parents afraid for their children’s success,

teachers afraid of their principal’s no-nonsense attitude, and a principal afraid of the parents’

wrath and isolated by fear of her teachers.When Jack Black’s character commits a bit of

harmless identity fraud to substitute teach at the school (suspend your disbelief!), we see

someone whose love for rock drives out the fear of performance. Dewey Finn is annoyed by his

brother’s girlfriend (Sarah Silverman), but not afraid of her. He’s worried about what getting

caught will mean for his students and his chance at the battle of the bands, but not so much

that he does the ‘wise’ thing and brings the class band project to closure. He is the only

character in School of Rock who is not motivated by the fear of measuring up.Observe how

much Dewey has his pulse on the ‘law of performance’ when he gets going about gold

stars and demerits and ‘the man.’ After Dewey declares all-day recess, star student Summer

yelps incredulously, “How do we get gold stars if all we have is recess?” Can you hear the

gasp of death in her voice? Dewey responds: “As long as I’m here, there will be no grades or

gold stars or demerits. We’re gonna have recess all the time…You’re not hearing me, girl. I’m in

charge now, OK? And I say recess. Go. Play and have fun, now.” Can you see in your mind the

wild, subversive passion in Dewey Finn’s eyes?It’s fearless.When Dewey later defends his

antinomian-esque lawlessness to the students, he gives a heartbreaking but inspired lecture

on “sticking it to the Man.” Viewers realize that Dewey has been crushed by the same law that

these students are trying so hard to uphold and live by. “So don’t go wasting your time trying to

make anything cool, or pure, or awesome, because The Man’s just going to call you a fat,

washed-up loser and crush your soul!” You can hear the prophetic voice of someone all-too-

familiar with the weight of performing warning the class to run away and find acceptance

elsewhere, because The Man has no love. The Man, like a reality TV panel of judges, has

made that much painfully clear to Dewey. Indeed, The Man is a powerful metaphor for a law

that by its very nature does not and cannot love. No exceptions. No mercy.The escape from

performancism here comes, of course, in the form of rock n’ roll—an agent of grace and

acceptance for schlub substitute teachers, overworked students, and stressed out school

administrators. But the rock in School of Rock doesn’t create a skip-school, disobey-parents,

angst factory in the students—it spurs them on to freely and creatively follow their passions.As

Dewey and the students form their clandestine rock band in school, they are dancing, playing

music, reading up on business management, designing fashion, programming computers,

doing graphic design—they’re actually learning! Not only that, but quiet students come out of

their shells, insecure students find confidence, bullied students speak up for themselves, and



bullies learn to tone it down. Not to mention, in an irony-of-all-ironies, rock n’ roll makes Dewey

into an incredible teacher. In the end (again, suspend your disbelief), even the parents come

around, recognizing that joy, passion, and acceptance do more for their children than the

pressure to perform and achieve ever could. Performing for grades and gold stars certainly

didn’t foster the growth these students experience.In fact, remember how motivated Summer

was for her gold stars? Here’s how she responds to law-based approval later in the movie: “I

didn’t do it for the grade.” Her motivation has changed. It’s no longer about meeting some

requirement or earning the right judgment—it’s about play, fun, freedom, and joy.School of

Rock gives us a vision of a world in which joy and foolish passion trump law and

performancism. Music in this movie is the voice of sympathy, the great identifier, the agent of

grace which loves its listener apart from his or her track record and especially in failure. Not

only that, but the music begets a closing performance more righteous than the laws of

performance ever could. Here you don’t have to suspend your disbelief—this is a real-life

experience for many, including Mockingbird’s own chief editor.[12]So why then would we

consider God as one to motivate us with a standard of performance when we can see through

our own life experiences, and even our culture’s (better) storytelling, that this doesn’t work as

well as ‘the heart on fire’? Why should we think our value to God is based on our passion for

him, our Bible study regimen, our giving, or our other work? The reality we see on screen in

School of Rock is the same one we find in the New Testament: Coercion and leverage cannot

hold a candle/lighter to the gold-star-trashing, demerit-thrashing, performance-ending work of

the Crucified Savior.Winners, Losers, andLittle Miss SunshinebyNick LannonWith Little Miss

Sunshine, one of the indie hits of 2006, Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris (directors) and

Michael Arndt (writer) introduce us to the quirkily dysfunctional Hoover family. The youngest

Hoover, Olive (Abigail Breslin), drives the plot. She is seven years old, and is invited to

participate in the Little Miss Sunshine Pageant in Redondo Beach, CA. The trick is, the family

lives in Albuquerque, is poor, and nobody trusts anybody enough to leave anybody behind. So

they all pile into the family’s VW bus and hit the road.The driver is patriarch Richard (Greg

Kinnear), author of a yet-to-be-published self-help, ‘Nine Steps to Something-or-Other’ book.

His wife Sheryl (Toni Collette) is the manic glue that holds the family together. Sheryl’s brother

Frank (Steve Carrell) is fresh off a suicide attempt and may or may not be the world’s

preeminent Proust scholar, depending on who you ask. Richard’s father (Alan Arkin, who won

an Oscar for the performance) is along for the ride too, having been kicked out of his retirement

home for lewd behavior and rampant cocaine use. Completing the family constellation are

Olive, the would-be pageant queen, and Dwayne (Paul Dano), a Nietzsche-reading would-be

fighter pilot who, in his own words, “hates everyone.” Quite the rogue’s gallery.A family such as

this is certainly ripe for conflict, and much conflict arises on their two day trip across the

American Southwest. The sharpest conflict, though, is one that has been raging since long

before the Hoover’s van pulled out of their driveway: Richard’s ‘Nine Steps’ are driving

everybody crazy. Fundamentally, the Nine Steps are like any self-help program: They purport to

teach you to access that hidden capability inherent in everyone (or at least in ‘winners’) and

then to help you use it to achieve your life goals. Richard is so drunk on his own Kool-Aid—and

so blind to the pains of sufferers—that when Frank comes to their house direct from the

hospital post-suicide attempt, he explains to Olive (over a family dinner at which Frank is

present) that Frank “gave up on himself, which is something winners never do.” As you might

imagine, all the winners versus losers talk around the home has alienated his son, pushed

away his father, and brought his marriage to the brink of divorce. But then, while on the road,

Richard suffers the ultimate indignity, learning that he himself is a loser too: The book deal he’s



been counting on falls through, and his agent tells him that no one knows who he is and that

no one cares about his nine steps.The losing ways of the Hoovers are brought into sharp relief

upon their eventual arrival at the Little Miss Sunshine Pageant. It is immediately obvious that

Olive—sweet and precocious as she is—is no beauty queen. She’s funny and confident, but

she’s also frumpy and awkward. There is a quiet push from the family, now closely bonded

together due to the harrowing experiences they’ve shared on the road, to pull Olive out of the

pageant.Ultimately, Olive herself is asked what she’d like to do. She’s clearly intimidated by the

other girls, and has never been more sure that she’s fat, but she decides to go on anyway. As

the family expected, she is woefully out of place, and that’s never more apparent than in the

talent portion of the competition. But, amazingly, when Olive fails spectacularly (albeit joyously

and hilariously) in her dance routine, the family runs up onto the stage and joins her in the

dance, embracing their collective loser-hood.And really, that’s what Little Miss Sunshine is all

about. It’s about a man who is so afraid of being a loser that he creates a system that

supposedly guarantees winning. Just follow the steps. But it turns out that it’s not that easy.

Success and peace aren’t achieved by following some proscribed path up the proverbial

mountain. In the end, ‘winning’ (in this case, symbolized by a happy family) only happens when

the losing is acknowledged and embraced. The truth is that the path to follow isn’t so much up

the mountain as it is down through the valley of the shadow of death. As Christians, we might

call this ‘confession,’ and draw the parallel to the law.The law attempts to create a ‘Nine Steps’

style path to a good life, and to happiness, by giving us all kinds of things to do. Honor your

father and your mother. Don’t lie, cheat, or steal. Love your neighbor as yourself. Though these

are all good things, the law can’t actually make us good. It doesn’t have the power. We see the

path up the mountain, but we keep falling off. In other words, knowing the requirements (the

nine—or however many—steps) doesn’t give us the ability to accomplish them. When success

isn’t an option, confession becomes the only way out. It’s only in realizing that we’re losers that

true winning is possible.As long as Richard is convinced that he is a winner and that his family

is full of losers, compassion and real love cannot exist. He will never connect with his suicidal

brother-in-law across the winner/loser divide. It is impossible. It is only when Richard is forced

by his failure to admit that he himself is a loser that he begins to see himself as part of this

motley crew.In Christianity, our peace is longer lasting than a Rick James song and a ridiculous

family dance session. When the music stops, we know that our ‘winning’ is an eternal gift from

another, a savior who lived up to all the requirements that showed us what losers we are, a

savior who came down off the mountaintop and descended into the valley to be with us.By our

own power, we are all losers, and honorary members of the Hoover family. By the gift of Jesus

Christ, we are adopted as sons and daughters of God. His victory becomes ours, forever.A

Mockingbird Guide toMovies About Jesuscompiled byPaul F. M. ZahlIt would be easy to overdo

the preface to this little guide. There are many movies about Jesus.There are also many

singular and unusual movies about him—eccentric interpretations and odd approaches. And

what Jesus are we talking about? The historical Jesus as portrayed so grittily and ‘realistically’

in Pasolini’s Gospel According to St. Matthew? The modern Passion Play Jesus, yet one still

with broadswords, red capes, and Roman centurions, as in Jesus of Montreal? Or Godspell, for

heaven’s sake, which is just as true as it can be (except for the resurrection) to St. Matthew.We

could have an argument about theology right here, right now. Paging Albert Schweitzer, and

Martin Kaehler, and golly, John Dominic Crossan.But I’d rather not do that.I’d rather just talk

about the movies, for some of them are wonderful. Therefore here goes: A short guide to

movies about Jesus that work.These are the ones, according to me—and I think I can say I’ve

seen every one, except maybe the Godard and one or two to which I gave a deliberate miss



because they felt, or rather the publicity about them felt, as if they were politically correct in an

imposed sense—as I say, these are the ones I think communicate ‘the power and the glory’ of

the man, who is for me the Savior of the World.I’ve left out some of the silent ones, some of

which still hold up. I’ve also left out Roberto Rossellini’s The Messiah, from l975, because it

just doesn’t work. It could have been so good, given the director, but it’s a serious fail.I have

also left out Godspell (1973), which had a big impact on me when it first came out. It’s just not

quite the ticket as far as this particular list is concerned. Plus, it cops out—thuds out—at the

end.Fact is, this guide leaves out a number of serious movies that concern the life of Christ or

have Jesus in them as a character. The 1935 version of Last Days of Pompeii comes to mind.

The ending of that movie, in which Christ appears to the dying forgiven hero, is extremely

stirring.A Mockingbird Guide to Movies about Jesus, which this is, is going to naturally

underline lives of Christ that don’t gloss over or soften the distinction between the Gospel and

the Law in His interactions with people. At least two cinematic lives of Christ that I can think of

do gloss that over, so they will have to place on someone else’s list. One of them, The Last

Temptation of Christ, is a very good movie.Here goes:1) The Gospel According to St. Matthew

(1964)In my opinion this is still the best movie version of the life of Christ. From the soundtrack,

which is inspired (J.S. Bach to the Missa Luba), to the literalness of Christ’s miracles (the

loaves and the fishes stand out, as does His walking on the Sea of Galilee), to the fiery power

of the actor who plays Christ (especially in the Jerusalem section where He delivers the

‘Woe’s’), to the faces, every one of them, of His disciples: This is a wonder of a movie. I think

Pasolini made it under the direct inspiration of a great man, Pope John XXIII. I don’t think this

movie will ever be superseded. Oh, and the angel who visits sleepy Joseph! I’ve seen the film

thirty times, and the visitation scenes still don’t fail me.2) The Greatest Story Ever Told

(1965)This version doesn’t always get the credit it deserves. The script is extremely painstaking

—Carl Sandburg was an active consultant, by the way—and the direction, by George Stevens,

whose concept the film was, is perfect. Sometimes people complain about the Hollywood

cameos, such as John Wayne’s Centurion. With maybe that one exception, the cameos work,

and are touching, such as Ed Wynn’s as the Blind Man, and Carroll Baker’s as Veronica.

(There are many others.) Oh, and the king of cameos has got to be Sidney Poitier as Simon of

Cyrene. It’s just the most moving moment ever, when Max von Sydow, as Christ, thanks Sidney

Poitier, as Simon, with one look.The spiritual high point of the movie is the raising of Lazarus,

just before the intermission. In that profoundly shot sequence, the actor Van Heflin

bears powerful emotional witness to the miracle that Christ has done. That may be my second

most favorite conversion-sequence in a Jesus movie. (The first is Charlton Heston’s conversion

as he observes Christ’s humility during the travesty of Christ’s trial before the Priests and

Pontius Pilate. That, too, is unforgettable.)3) Ben Hur (1959)People rightly praise the silent

version of Ben Hur, which came out in l925. It is very good, and the scene ‘down by the river,’ in

which women who are washing clothes talk about Christ’s ministry—not to mention Christ’s

bloody footprints as He bears His Cross to Calvary—these are still powerful and raw even

though they appear in a silent film. (Incidentally, the Crucifixion sequence in D.W. Griffith’s

Intolerance (1916) is something you shouldn’t miss. It looks as if it is taking place in hell and

Griffith and his cameraman were photographing it in hell. I don’t know how they did it—in

1916.)But for us the version of Ben Hur that will probably never date is the William Wyler

version that was released in l959. In particular, the Sermon on the Mount, Christ’s Via Dolorosa

on the way to His death, and the Crucifixion itself—one image of which is taken directly from a

painting by James Tissot entitled “What Our Lord Saw from the Cross”: These are magical

moments, especially for Christians. I defy you to watch the third third of the 1959 Ben Hur and



not be touched right down to the ground.4) King of Kings (1961)Professional critics often try to

pigeonhole or label a work of art. Thus King of Kings is sometimes called “I Was a Teenage

Jesus,” because Jeffrey Hunter was very young when he played the lead role. It is also labeled

a ‘Protestant’ interpretation—or rather, a ‘liberal Protestant’ interpretation, because Philip

Yordan’s script downplays Christ’s miracles and underlines very forcefully His teachings,

especially the Sermon on the Mount.King of Kings is really just a very good movie, perhaps a

little more intimate in feeling or less like an epic than Greatest Story. The director, Nicholas

Ray, likes close-ups more than George Stevens, so yes, he tends to humanize the drama.But

there are splendid jewels in King of Kings, especially that Sermon on the Mount, with Hunter

striding through the crowd and captured by extremely fluid camera movement. And don’t forget

the ‘God’s-Eye-View’ of The Last Supper, and, best of all, Christ’s appearance, and sort of

disappearance, at the very end, on the Sea of Galilee. This last scene and shot of King of

Kings is one of the high points of all these movies.While you’re at it, don’t miss the 1927

version of King of Kings. It’s silent, and yet still excellent. A blind boy receiving his sight is one

of the high notes of this ‘battle axe’ of a movie, which is actually not a battle axe at all. It was

directed by Cecil B. DeMille.5) The Robe (1953)It is the sequences in Palestine that make this

movie so religious and devout in the best way. Richard Burton and Victor Mature get caught up

accidentally in Christ’s Palm Sunday entry into Jerusalem, yet you see Christ Himself only in

long shot. It’s like Mizoguchi, and it’s fabulous.Then the Crucifixion itself, when Richard Burton

as Marcellus navigates through the traditional lookers-on at the Cross, as if they are silent,

watching chess pieces and he has been extruded into their timeless (theatrically static) roles:

This sequence is one of the most effective and memorable of all Hollywood Crucifixions. Also,

the sequence in which Dawn Addams, as Junia, sings the story of the Empty Tomb is not only

moving, it is instructive, as that is the way many Gospel memories were preserved initially—

and the moviemakers have demonstrated it.People look down on The Robe as being

‘Eisenhower-era’-religio-maudlin. But that’s unfair. When people talk that way about The Robe,

you can almost be sure they haven’t actually seen it.6) Jesus of Nazareth (1977)This long,

made-for television mini-series was directed by Franco Zeffirelli. It is very good, and have you

ever seen it? Robert Powell plays Jesus.What distinguishes this version of the life of Christ is

that it is able to ‘take its time’ telling the story. Jesus of Nazareth is not compressed. Moreover,

the Crucifixion sequence—that litmus test for the ‘attitude’ behind every one of these movies—

is beautiful, extended, and moving. I believe Sir Laurence Olivier plays Nicodemus, and that it

falls to Sir Laurence to read Isaiah 53 as the voiceover to Christ’s sufferings. It is a perfect

reading, and a perfect visual/verbal unity, and a perfect instantiation of the heart of the

matter.“Don’t Forget the Motor City”—Don’t Forget to See the 1977 version of Jesus of

Nazareth.7) The Passion of the Christ (2004)Mel Gibson got a lot of grief for this movie. But it

wasn’t deserved. The main problem many people seemed to have with it, outside of their

opinion of Mel Gibson himself, was the violence involved in the scourging of Christ. It was

pretty intense. But I found that few of the film’s ‘liberal’ detractors had actually been to the

theater and seen the movie for themselves. (This travesty of criticism was parallel to the

travesty of criticism that overtook The Last Temptation of Christ in 1988. But in the case of The

Last Temptation, the criticism came from the religious right. And they never saw the movie,

either.)Anyway, The Passion of the Christ is cinematic while also being emotionally religious.

Who can forget the teardrop coming down from the eye of God? And the Resurrection of

Christ, in and from the Tomb. Gibson took major risks here, in the visual telling of the Greatest

Story Ever Told. For my money, he succeeded.I do find The Passion of the Christ to be a little

on the ‘heavy’ side. What I mean is, I have to work myself up to seeing it, muster up my



emotional strength to survive it. But when I do, which is about once every two years, then it

makes a big impact and indites its message onto my chest as if I were Linda Blair in The

Exorcist.ConclusionWell, I’m still tallying up in my mind all the other movies that tell the story of

Jesus Christ, or engage with it directly. Then I start to think about the television shows over the

years—right down to the New Outer Limits in the late 1990s, believe it or not—and MTV

videos, such as that inspired video for “The Power of Love,” by Frankie Goes to Hollywood.But

what I’ve given, I have given. The seven movies listed above are sure fire. They all reflect, tho’

in different ways, a faithful and reverent ‘take’ on the life of Christ, yet not one that is boring or

wooden. There was a quite wooden dramatization of His life made, which became a world-wide

sensation because it was distributed free almost everywhere you could imagine. But it’s pretty

low octane, I have to tell you.There have also been some good movies about characters in the

Gospel story other than Christ. For example, there is more than one good movie about Mary

the Mother of Christ. There is also The Big Fisherman (1959), which is odd but a personal

favorite of mine; and concerns mainly Peter, tho’ in a somewhat fantastic Arabian background.I

leave these seven movies, seven rich and affecting treatments of the life of Christ, for you to

see and feel and think about. Like Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, they are probably the best that

human beings can do to put into word and image an event that St. John said was so massive

that “not even all the books in the world could contain the things he did” (21:25).From Sadness

to Gladness: Sin and Redemption inABOUT A BOYbyR-J Heijmen“When sin departs before

His grace, then life and health come in its place.” So goes the third verse of the Sussex Carol,

an English Christmas tune of unknown origin, and it well sums up the transformation at the

heart of About a Boy (2002). This unexpectedly affecting movie stars Hugh Grant, Toni Collette,

Rachel Weisz, and Nicholas Hoult (of Mad Max: Fury Road notoriety), with Chris and Paul

Weitz directing. It’s based on a Nick Hornby novel and graced with a Graduate-level (pardon

the pun) score from Badly Drawn Boy. If you haven’t seen it (or don’t remember it), do yourself

a favor. And I promise, only very minor spoilers ahead.The Sussex Carol is the background

music for a Christmas dinner of misfits: an only child with a tragic bowl cut (Hoult), his clinically

depressed mother (Collette) and deadbeat dad, dad’s girlfriend, her clueless mother (“‘Shake

Ya Ass’? Is he Moroccan?”) and a man who truly doesn’t belong—Will (Grant). Will is a single,

childless trust-funder. As one of his so-called friends points out a few minutes into the film,

“You’re thirty-eight, you’ve never had a job or a relationship that’s lasted more than two months.

You’re a disaster. What is the point of your life?” Bloody hell indeed! Will’s lifestyle is supported

by the royalties from a song his father wrote decades earlier, allowing him to fill his days with

meaningless activities and his apartment with objects that project an aura of ‘cool’ for an

endless string of dalliances. Will loves his life, or says he does. John Donne (not Bon Jovi) may

have opined that “no man is an island,” but Will is more in agreement with the sentiment

expressed in Simon & Garfunkel’s “I am a Rock.” He finds safety and peace in isolation.Change

begins to creep into Will’s life, as it does for so many of us, in an act of baffling shamelessness

and bewildering stupidity. Having found himself short on available female options, Will decides

to give single moms a try. He joins a support group called SPAT (single parents alone

together), in which he spins elaborate lies about a son, and from which he scores a date with

Suzie, a promising blond. Unfortunately for him, she brings along not only her own child but

also Marcus (Hoult), the hopelessly awkward pre-pubescent son of a fellow SPATer (Collette),

who, by his very nature, squelches any romantic possibilities. He is the ultimate, shall we say,

‘rooster inhibitor.’ Even worse, when Will drops Marcus off at home after the date, they discover

Marcus’ mom passed out in a pool of her own suicidal pill-popping vomit, and Will is drawn into

a very stormy archipelago indeed.From this moment on, and unbeknownst to his mother,



Marcus inserts himself into Will’s life with ever-increasing regularity, tracking him home and

showing up each day after school to have a snack and watch TV. At first Will resists, but

Marcus is so persistent, and so undemanding, that it is eventually easier to have him around

than not. In spite of himself, Will has made a friend.At this point, it seems appropriate to take a

step back and make a few theological associations. In this contemporary parable, Will is us. He

is humanity. We may not all be trust-funders, but we wish we were, even though that would

spell our doom. As C.S. Lewis astutely depicts in the Great Divorce, hell is sinful people getting

whatever they want, whenever they want it. That kind of resourcing leads to ever-increasing

alienation, both from others and from self. Furthermore, although Will is hurting, he thinks he’s

fine, or at least that he should be. He is so curved in on himself, incurvatus in se, that he

cannot imagine any other option. He is a dead man, and dead men don’t feel. Will’s condition is

a perfect example of what Luther called the bound will. He appears free, and yet he is trapped

in his own isolating tendencies. He can make choices, but he cannot opt out of who he is. Will

has everything, and yet he has nothing.Marcus, shockingly, echoes Jesus, and this is made

clear when his character is juxtaposed with writer Anne Lamott’s profound conversion

testimony from her book, Traveling Mercies. In the midst of the kinds of bad choices that always

seem to lead us home, she writes:I had the feeling that a little cat was following me, wanting

me to reach down and pick it up, wanting me to open the door and let it in. But I knew what

would happen: you let a cat in one time, give it a little milk, and then it stays forever…When I

went back to church, I was so hungover that I couldn’t stand up for the songs…but the last

song was so deep and raw and pure that I could not escape…I began to cry and left before the

benediction, and I raced home and felt the little cat running at my heels…and I opened the

door to my houseboat, and I stood there a minute, and then I hung my head and said “Fuck it: I

quit.” I took a long deep breath and said out loud, “All right. You can come in.”Marcus is the little

cat. So small, so weak, so unrelenting that Will can’t help but let him in. This is the miracle of

Christianity—that the God of the universe comes to us as a baby, a penniless carpenter, a

criminal on a cross. Rather than overwhelming us with the power of a full frontal assault, Jesus

sneaks in under our defenses. He finds our cracks and works his way in, healing as he goes.

So it is with Marcus and Will.Marcus is also Christ-like in his unflinching assessment of Will’s

character. Marcus is the one who discovers that Will does not have a son, and he calls him out.

Yet, like Christ, Marcus doesn’t use this knowledge to condemn, but to connect. There is

almost a sense of relief for Will at being known and not judged. Their initial interactions are

reminiscent of Jesus and the woman at the well. Marcus names Will’s sin, and yet offers him

the living water of presence and relationship. Marcus demands almost nothing of Will (indeed,

as Will says over and over again, he “doesn’t do anything”—in and of itself a striking

commentary on the divine/human relationship) save that he be allowed to stick around. But his

faithfulness begins to chip away at Will’s heart of stone.It also bears saying that Marcus’

mother, Fiona, represents the Law, both in her relationship with Marcus and with herself. There

is no freedom in her self-righteous tree-huggerdom. Marcus is miserable. He wears absurd

hand-made clothing to school (and receives the appropriate social penalty), lives completely

out of touch with teenage culture, and remains crushed by the need to manage his mother’s

emotions. And in spite of all her crunchiest efforts, Fiona can never be enough—enough of a

mom, enough of a person—to the point that death is preferable to life. Furthermore, when

Fiona learns of Marcus and Will’s relationship, her horror (somewhat rightly, I suppose) mirrors

that of the Pharisees towards Jesus and ‘sinners’—you’re hanging out with who?! Thankfully,

this toxic brew of judgment and despair isn’t the end of the story for Fiona, but it is certainly

where her journey out of depression begins.All of which makes that Christmas dinner so



powerful. Marcus has invited Will, his only friend (they are each other’s only friend) to this crazy

meal with his broken family. And just as it looks like it might all work out, the final guest shows

up: Suzie, the blond from SPAT who, by now, has learned of Will’s lies and deceit and, with

Fiona, starts to lay into him. Will has nowhere to hide. He knows that he has behaved

abominably and begins to visibly shrink, shame consuming his countenance. Will suggests that

he leave; the ladies wholeheartedly agree. And then Marcus speaks up—shouts, actually. Will

is his friend, he says, it is up to him whether Will stays or goes, and no one, least of all his

mother, is perfect and has the right to judge. It is a John 8 moment. Those with righteous

stones to throw drop them, back off, and Will’s life is changed, redeemed. Sin, as the carol

goes, is palpably chased away by grace, and life and health come in its place. The dead are

raised, the dry bones made alive. I get goosebumps every time.As promised, I will not divulge

the movie’s conclusion, but suffice it to say that Marcus’ salvific work, his imputation of worth,

begins to transform Will from the inside out, to such a degree that he commits brazen acts of

love and self-sacrifice which previously would have been unthinkable. He makes more huge

mistakes, to be sure, but his heart has begun to melt. As Will himself says, “Christmas at

Marcus’ gave me a warm fuzzy feeling, and I hold that feeling directly responsible for the

strange events that followed.” For a movie which stars a philanderer and shares a director with

American Pie, About a Boy is a surprisingly insightful and helpful film. As the Sussex Carol

says, “Men on earth” may be “sad,” but the love of the “Redeemer makes us glad.”IT’S A

WONDERFUL LIFEThe Most Terrifying (yet Wonderful) Movie Ever MadebyRon FlowersA

much-beloved film shown ceaselessly around one holiday each year has been dubbed “the

most terrifying Hollywood film ever made,”[13] “a terrifying, asphyxiating story.…[a] nightmare

account,”[14] and “one of the grimmest, most despairing portraits…”[15]The holiday must be

Halloween, right? The movie, The Shining? The Exorcist? Think again. Believe it or not, these

quotes describe the Christmas classic, It’s a Wonderful Life.Seriously? The It’s a Wonderful

Life of “Buffalo Gals Won’t You Come Out Tonight,” and “every time a bell rings, an angel gets

his wings”?Yes. While often portrayed on the surface as a saccharine classic overplayed during

the Christmas season, the first one hundred minutes of It’s a Wonderful Life recount the

despairing tale of how the hopeful George Bailey becomes disillusioned by life and finds

himself standing on a bridge considering suicide. At this moment his life does not seem quite

so wonderful.If you look at it from only an earthly perspective and remove the first five and the

last ten minutes of the movie, the unfurling events of George Bailey’s life demonstrate the

“asphyxiating” feeling of life wrenching our illusion of control from our lifeless grasp. Without a

few key scenes, It’s a Wonderful Life would be a horrifyingly ironic title for a movie which offers

George Bailey, and all of us, little wonder and ultimately no hope.Fortunately, It’s a Wonderful

Life is the best (and perhaps only) movie to open with talking celestial objects. Granted, these

heavenly orbs do not reflect the most convincing portrait of divine intervention. Still, along with

the angel Clarence, they set the appropriate vertical context to accompany the horizontal story

of George Bailey’s (or any of our own) lives.From a heavenly vantage point, Joseph recounts to

Clarence the noteworthy events of George Bailey’s life which lead him to his “crucial night” and

the reason for Clarence’s mission. The opening earthly scenes depict George as a child, in his

happiest stage, playing with his friends and spending time with his friends at Mr. Gower’s

drugstore. George grew up a smart, talented young man who had planned his entire life:I know

what I’m going to do tomorrow and the next day and the next year and the year after that. I’m

shaking the dust of this crummy little town off my feet, and I’m going to see the world. Italy,

Greece, the Parthenon, the Colosseum. Then I’m coming back to go to college and see what

they know, and then I’m going to build things. I’m going to build air fields. I’m going to build



skyscrapers a hundred stories high. I’m going to build bridges a mile long.George has his life

figured out. After working for four years to save for college, he reports his life’s plans to his

future wife Mary Hatch, just moments before learning his father has had a stroke. This is the

first of a repeated string of unexpected turns which foil his immense plans one-by-one through

circumstances beyond his control. Obligation repeatedly interferes.George’s dreams were

fashioned in direct contrast to his father’s day-to-day struggles at his small company, the Bailey

Brothers’ Building and Loan. Though low in profit margin, the Bailey Brothers’ Building and

Loan proves to be the only Bedford Falls institution not infiltrated by the insatiably greedy

Scrooge-like businessman Henry F. Potter. On the night he dies, George’s father, Peter Bailey,

asks George to consider coming back to the Building and Loan, and George responds, “I

couldn’t. I couldn’t face being cooped up for the rest of my life in a shabby little office.” He

laments to Potter about his Father, “Why he ever started this cheap, penny-ante Building and

Loan, I’ll never know.”George never leaves Bedford Falls. Opportunities arise, like when Sam

Wainwright offers him a position on the ground floor of his plastics venture, but although

George is tormented daily by the Building and Loan, he is bound by obligations beyond his

conscious control. As he tells Mary (in the scene directly before their wedding), “I don’t want

any plastics. I don’t want any ground floors, and I don’t want to get married—ever—to anyone!

You understand that? I want to do what I want to do!” He longs to get out, but he can’t. He is

paralyzed. He doesn’t want the Building and Loan, but he can’t get away from it.George’s acts

are civically laudable—he provides home ownership to those who would otherwise be stuck in

Potter’s slums—but they are not born out of love. His self-sacrificing actions are generated out

of obligation to his father’s ideas. He valiantly tries to do all things for all people, and it buries

him.It’s A Wonderful Life reveals that we are not free as we once expected. As time passes, the

gap between what George wants to do and what he actually does widens. Ten to twelve years

go by in less than five movie minutes as George teeters along, a respected businessman and

father on the outside, but barely hanging on inside—until on Christmas Eve 1945 an

unexpected crisis, again entirely beyond his control, sends him over the edge. George reaches

the end of his rope.In George’s meltdown scene, we see that his dreams have been diminished

to a worktable in the family room filled with models of buildings and bridges, the fragmentary

remnants of his bold plans for the future. While outwardly managing the Building and Loan and

scraping pennies, inwardly George has been longing to build skyscrapers and travel the world.

Out of frustrations which have lingered and boiled up inside of him, he explodes to Mary and

the kids about his measly job, the drafty house, and the brood of kids—“Why did we have to

live here in the first place and stay around this measly, crummy old town?” The business’s loss

of $8,000 (roughly $105,000 in today’s dollars) brings him to the ledge. The distance between

where he wants to be and where he really is brings him to an imperturbable impasse.Like

George Bailey, none of us wants to fail. We do anything and everything we can to avoid failing.

We fight and claw and hold on dearly to objects and identities which, in reality, are killing us.

Like all of us, George can only turn away from himself as the instrument of his own salvation

when this possibility has escaped him entirely.Like George Bailey, we all are destined to fail, to

reach an impasse where we see that all of our earthly efforts are not going to save us. It takes

reaching that point to look away from ourselves for our salvation to the celestial object (Christ)

who has already failed for all of us.If It’s a Wonderful Life existed only on a worldly plane, it

would be a miserable life. For this reason, secular commentaries labeling the movie as “the

most terrifying movie of all time” are spot on. If the movie, like our lives, did not begin (and end)

with a heavenly perspective, when our blinders came off, the results would be horrifying. If

George arrived at the end of his rope without Clarence’s intervention, the graceless dystopia of



Pottersville would be his (and our) reality. Our outlook would mirror the deathly stare of Ernie

the cabdriver.Thankfully, the “terrifying, asphyxiating” tale, though truthful, is not the entire

story. After George’s first prayer, “Help me,” help does come, but not the monetary kind he has

imagined. He asks for health, not death, but death is required for his rebirth—the death of all

his grandiose plans and expectations in favor of an acquiescence (“I don’t care what happens

to me”) to where God has brought him up to this point in his life. His prayer brings about the

symbolic death of his pride, desires, and identity. Only through death can George see that his

frustrations and disappointments were actually the well-meaning design of a creator bringing

him to the place where he could look into reality and see the ‘wonderful’ side.
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