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In this “Reel” Advent sermon series, we’re exploring Biblical 
themes and faith connections in three movies and a play. We 
begin with “It’s a Wonderful Life.” Released in 1946, the film was 
directed by Frank Capra, it stars Jimmy Stewart and Donna Reed, 
and it was nominated for six Academy Awards. 

Legendary movie critic Roger Ebert writes: “What is remarkable 
about ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’ is how well it holds up over the years; 
it’s one of those ageless movies like ‘Casablanca’ or ‘The Third 
Man’ that improves with age. Some movies, even good ones, 
should only be seen once. When we know how they turn out, 
they’ve surrendered their mystery and appeal. Other movies can 
be viewed an indefinite number of times. Like great music, they 
improve with familiarity. ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’ falls in the second 
category.”  1

Let’s prepare to see this movie through the lens of faith by praying 
together. 

The film opens with a series of voices. Earnest voices. Young and 
old voices. Male and female voices. On the screen, though, you 
don’t see anyone attached to the voices. You only see the exteriors 
of places—a restaurant, a drug store, houses—where each voice is 
uttering a prayer, a prayer for George. As you listen, you learn that 
this George is in trouble; he needs help that night. 

 Roger Ebert, Review of “It’s a Wonderful Life,” January 1, 1999, rogerebert.com.1

http://rogerebert.com
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The urgent petitions in this opening scene reminded me of the 
prayers of lament we read in the psalms. Many times the 
psalmists cry out to God for help in earnest voices that we can 
hear in our mind’s ears. Then, I thought of us. How you and I are 
saying prayers like those right now. We’re praying for people, for 
the Georges in our own lives. Loved ones in trouble; people who 
need help now, members of this congregation. 

There’s truth in this scene then. It’s art imitating life, our lives. So 
it hits home for us, particularly at this time of year when we want 
our loved ones healed and whole and happy and home. 

Next, the camera pans slowly up, up, up to an expanse in the 
starry heavens where those same voices, those same prayers are 
heard all at once by a couple of angels. The angels are depicted as 
two bright clusters of stars. It’s a light-hearted scene, except that 
in it we learn why George is in trouble: He’s thinking of ending his 
life that very night. 

I appreciate a movie that imagines the divine at work in our 
world, envisions God (here through angels) hearing the prayers of 
his people and answering them. For a guardian angel named 
Clarence is assigned to help George (who we learn at this point is 
George Bailey). In an amusing plot twist, Clarence is “an angel 
second class” because he hasn’t yet earned his wings. This 
assignment is an opportunity for him to do so at long last. 

In this scene, the divine is portrayed as transcendent, as all-
knowing angel-stars in the vast cosmos. There’s value in this 
portrayal of the divine. And it’s Biblical: I think, for example, of 
what God says through the prophet Isaiah: “My thoughts are not 
your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, for as the heavens are 
higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and 
my thoughts than your thoughts.” 
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But too often that’s the default image of the divine, especially of 
God. We think of God as a distant deity seated somewhere up 
there, above and beyond us in the heavens. We can lose sight of 
the immanent God, the God we celebrate this time of year: the 
Word who “became flesh and dwelled among us”; “Emmanuel,” 
“God with us” who promises to be “with us until the end of the 
age” and who keeps that promise because he dwells in us—in you 
and me and the church—through his Spirit. 

To offset this default image of a far flung God, I would like to 
pause the film at this point and issue a disclaimer: “Don’t forget 
that God is also personal and present, ‘with you’ right here and 
now!” I want everyone to know that truth about God. God wants 
to make a home in each of us and to know each of us personally. 

Before sending Clarence to earth, the angels first introduce him to 
George by showing him highlights of George’s life in his 
hometown of Bedford Falls. With Clarence, we see how George at 
age twelve saves his little brother’s life and how a young girl, 
Mary, vows in a whisper to marry George one day. We also learn 
about George’s wanderlust. He wants “to see the world”…and get 
away from Bedford Falls, to shake “the dust of this crummy little 
town off my feet!” 

But George never does shake the dust of Bedford Falls off his feet 
because he can never shake Bailey Building and Loan. Started by 
his father and uncle, the business enables hard-working, average 
Joes and Janes in Bedford Falls to borrow the money they need to 
build a better life for themselves and their families. 

George has helped and befriended people like that all his life, so 
after his father dies he knows he has to stay and run the business, 
if only to help other hard-working, average Joes and Janes escape 
the tenement housing of the Scrooge-like Mr. Potter who owns the 
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only other bank in town and wants nothing more than to close 
Bailey Building and Loan. 

This is not the life that George had dreamed for himself. But he 
and Mary eventually wed; they settle into a life in Bedford Falls, 
living in “a drafty old house” with their four young children. Then, 
one day, life comes crashing down when—unbeknownst to George
—Mr. Potter steals $8,000 from Bailey Building and Loan. 

Over the course of a cold, snowy Christmas Eve, George’s despair 
at the impending loss of his business and livelihood spirals into 
frustration, anger, desolation, drinking, and finally thoughts of 
suicide as he stands—late at night—at the railing of a bridge, 
looking down into the turbulent, beckoning river below. 

In a last cry for help, he prays: “Dear Father in heaven, I’m not a 
praying man, but if you’re up there and you can hear me, show me 
the way, show me the way.” 

George is in “the caverns of despair” (in the lyrics of a hymn). Like 
him, we (or someone we know) will enter that dark place of little 
or no hope. Even if our despair doesn’t spiral into desolation and 
thoughts of suicide, we all experience dark nights of the soul. Or 
as W.D. Hasty reminded us in his sermon a couple of weeks ago 
“sooner or later life tosses us about.” Yes, it does. 

At such times, we pray, as George does. And I hope you’ll also let 
others pray for you, as George’s family and friends pray for him. 
(No one should be in the caverns of despair alone.) Because 
there’s power in prayer. I’ve experienced it. You’ve experienced it. 
(If not, you will.) God is at work in prayer. It changes us, whether 
we think God has answered our prayers or not. That’s why—with 
the apostle Paul—we “pray without ceasing” and especially when 
we’re in the caverns of despair. 
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Because —in the end—we believe there’s Hope. The Hope Isaiah 
prophesies: “a child has been born for us, a Son (God’s Son!) given 
to us.” And—in the words of our opening hymn—he is the “hope of 
all the earth.” 

He’s the Hope we lift up at this time of year. The Hope born in a 
lowly manger. The Hope who will come again on the clouds with 
great power and glory at the end of time. 

I pray that Hope is always able to lift you out of the caverns of 
despair, always able to put you back on your feet when life tosses 
you about. 

George’s prayer is answered when Clarence, his guardian angel, 
suddenly appears and jumps into the river himself. Being the 
helper he’s been all his life, George jumps in to save him. 

Afterwards, as they dry off and warm themselves in the bridge 
house, George still despairs of his life, exclaiming at one point: “I 
wish I’d never been born!” 

Clarence grants George his wish and proceeds to walk him 
through the town as it would be if he’d never been born. George 
doesn’t like what he sees or experiences. It’s like the opposite of 
what the Ghost of Christmas Future shows Ebenezer Scrooge: No 
one will miss Scrooge when he’s gone. But without George, 
Bedford Falls is an unkind, indecent Potterville. 

Clarence sums up life without George when he says to him: “One 
man’s life touches so many others; when he’s not there, it leaves 
an awfully big hole.” 

George’s despair melts away. He sees that he’s “really had a 
wonderful life and what a mistake it would be to throw it away.” 
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If you haven’t seen it (or seen it in some time), I won’t spoil the 
ending. 

But George’s realization here is a good reminder to us to look at 
our lives through the lens of our faith in God, to see when and 
where and how God is at work in our lives, how each of us matters 
to him, how God uses us to do his will, to do good, to serve his 
purposes in this world. 

When we do that, when we’re able to see that, like George, we will 
see the wonderful gift that is our life. 

Alleluia! Amen.


