
[image: Cover picture]



[image: Abby Olcese, Films for All Seasons, Experiencing the Church Year at the Movies, Foreword by Josh Larsen]



[image: logo IVP]
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who started me on my journey, and
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who gave me notes.





FOREWORD

Josh Larsen


Some of us mark time by the church calendar: Lent gives way to Easter, which gives way to Ordinary Time, and so on. Some of us mark time by the movie season: the Oscars transition into summer blockbusters, which transition into fall prestige pictures, and so on.

Some of us mark time by observing both the church and movie calendars. Film critic and pop culture writer Abby Olcese is one such person. That’s why I asked her, in the spring of 2020, to write a pair of articles incorporating the movies and the church calendar for Think Christian, the faith and pop culture program for which I serve as senior producer. This was the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic when most churches had shut their doors. We wanted to provide a way for believers who were unable to attend Good Friday and Easter services to mark the occasions in their own homes—if not liturgically, then cinematically. And so Abby wrote two articles for us, “Five Films for Good Friday” and “Five Films for Easter,” which were essentially extended lists briefly reflecting on movies that recalled the magnitude of Christ’s crucifixion on the one hand and the miracle of Christ’s resurrection on the other.

It turns out, such a practice held appeal even beyond pandemic restrictions, as these continue to be among our most well-read posts at Think Christian. Along the way, Abby expanded the idea to include a list for Advent, then Lent, and even Pentecost. Now the project has been broadened into the book you hold in your hands, which is fitting. Each time I edited one of Abby’s articles, I wished we had time and space for more—more movie titles and more of Abby’s reflections. Gratefully, that’s what she has been able to do here.

Films for All Seasons is certainly no substitute for sharing liturgical practice in community among a congregation. Rather, it’s a way to bring that beautiful experience home and weave it into one of our richest cultural activities: watching movies. If that seems like a leap, let me call on the work of Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper, whose notion of common grace advanced the idea that God’s gifts, including those of artistic talent, are lavished on all of humanity. What’s more, the art that is created—by believers and non-believers alike—falls beneath God’s sovereignty. As such, reflections of God’s grace and his revealing truth can be found in the most unexpected of places. And so our attempts to understand the extraordinary gift of Advent, the shattering sacrifice of Good Friday, and the triumphant glory of Easter can take unexpected forms.

You’ll notice, then, that very few of the movies explored in Films for All Seasons could be described as explicitly religious. The Paddington films center on a cute and kindly talking bear. Guardians of the Galaxy follows a ramshackle group of intergalactic misfits. Fast & Furious 6 is about car racing (and family, of course). Yet when watching with an appreciative, distinctly Christian eye—one that takes the movies seriously on their own terms, while also filtering what’s on the screen through a faithful lens—suddenly Fast & Furious 6 also registers as a high-octane Pentecost movie. This isn’t exactly what C.S. Lewis meant when he wrote about being surprised by joy—his description of his conversion as an unexpected, unlikely delight—but I think the notion still applies.

Joy, I might add, is a key quality of Abby’s writing. She has an infectious enthusiasm for popular culture that—when wedded with her abiding faith—results in that rarest of things: Christian arts criticism that can stand alongside any commentary in mainstream spaces, while also offering a perspective that is humbly rooted in the good news of the gospel. Abby passionately writes to two worlds—that of the pop-culture fanatic and the devout Christian—because she sees the areas of overlap between them as a gift.

In the process, she’s enriched my understanding of the church calendar. When I think of Christmas, I think of the Advent wreath at the front of my church as well as the Advent-themed devotionals we read as a family at dinnertime. Now, thanks to Abby, I also think of The Last Jedi, a Star Wars installment particularly attuned to what it means to cling onto hope, even in the darkness. Similarly, if Easter has come to include things like colored eggs and costumed bunnies, surely we can also make room for an annual viewing of a lovely little animated movie like The Iron Giant about a gargantuan robot who chooses relational love over unilateral power, conquering death in the process.

That’s the sort of good news we can’t be reminded of enough—whether we’re sitting attentively in pews or comfortably on our couch.









INTRODUCTION

Why Watch Films as a Spiritual Practice?


Stories rule our lives. We use narrative to make sense of where we come from, the kinds of people we want to be, and the relationships and experiences that have brought us to this point. When we make plans, we tell a story about what we think will happen. When we lie down at night and think back on what we did that day, we tell a story based on our memories. Stories stoke our curiosity, help us make sense of the world, and help us understand ourselves and others.

Our lives are also ruled by routines and rhythms, whether it’s a schedule we plan ourselves or the natural rhythms of sleep, work, play, social engagement, or worship that dictate our week. At least in the western world, that rhythm is a strange, potent mix of the religious and the secular. Each week contains days for work and days for rest based on the creation of the world in Genesis and the existence of the Sabbath. We observe the changing of the seasons with holidays and events that pull from natural patterns as well as biblical tradition.

If we think of our life as a story, seasons are how we mark the chapters. Each one contains distinct themes, whether it’s spring, summer, fall, and winter, or the seasons of infancy, childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and old age.

In the life of the church, those chapters are marked by the liturgical calendar, the annual cycle that takes us on a narrative journey through the Bible. As with any good story, we get to know a set of characters, and follow them as they learn, grow, encounter joys and sorrows, die, and in the case of Jesus, resurrect. We’re also constantly thinking about the ways this long story, made up of many stories, applies to the lives we lead now.1

The writer Dorothy Sayers recognized the inherent drama of this process in her 1938 essay The Greatest Drama Ever Staged, in which she wrote of the role of storytelling in church tradition: “The Christian faith is the most exciting drama that ever staggered the imagination of man—and the dogma is the drama.”2 The Bible tells an incredible story that weaves individual accounts of prophets, believers, disciples, the Son of God, and the early church into a grand arc showing how followers of God have tried, sometimes succeeded, and more often failed, to follow God’s divine teachings, finally receiving ultimate salvation in the form of Jesus Christ.

The individual stories of the Bible contain lessons teaching us how to live well as Christians. They also communicate broader themes about the nature of God’s love, how we’re called to respond to it, the deeply human ways we often fall short of that calling, and the transcendent times when we manage to meet it. These themes link the entire book together and become especially apparent during church holidays, when we specifically engage with the most powerful biblical narratives and the legacy of the church beyond them.


Stories and the Church Year

Depending on the tradition you come from, your knowledge of the cycle of life in the church may be detailed or it may be limited to major holidays such as Christmas or Easter. I grew up attending churches that didn’t spend much time on smaller holidays such as Pentecost or All Saints’ Day. As an adult, I became involved in the Episcopal Church, which emphasizes every aspect of the church liturgical year, to the point where, as in the Catholic Church, even devotional readings are specifically structured to carry readers on a guided journey through the Bible together. Over time, my experiences helped me appreciate that church holidays offer unique opportunities for us to see the Bible as a grand overarching story, one we as believers still play an active role in.

During Advent, we consider the themes of hope, faith, joy, and peace as we anticipate the coming of Christ. The hope of redemption is realized with the arrival of Christmas and the gifts of the magi at Epiphany. A few months later, we examine our own human limitations and the sinfulness of the world that required Christ’s sacrifice through Ash Wednesday and Lent. Holy Week deepens this practice by recounting the events leading to the crucifixion. For five days, we experience the profound drama of Jesus’ pain, Judas’s betrayal, and the disciples’ fear, anger, and sorrow. Easter finishes the cycle as we celebrate the triumph of the resurrection and the beauty of God’s unconditional love.

The journey doesn’t end there. Ascension Day celebrates the resurrected Jesus and presents the beginning of the disciples’ ministry as Jesus returns to the Father. This moment further validates Christ’s divine nature, while leaving the disciples—and us—asking, “What now?” Pentecost answers that question with a miraculous expansion of God’s family, urging us to consider the diverse nature of the modern church.

All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day widen the scope, moving beyond the Bible to consider the “great cloud of witnesses” who have furthered the work of the church in the world and in our own lives. Together, these events in the church year weave an epic saga from Christ’s conception to the continuation of the ministry he began, to our roles in it now. To paraphrase Sayers’s words, it is dogma as drama.




Dogma, Drama, and Cinema

Questions of purpose, belonging, morality, and humanity aren’t isolated to the Bible, nor is the concept of individual, self-contained parts making up a larger whole. Many examples of popular storytelling ask these same questions and come to similar (and sometimes challenging) conclusions.

Filmmaker Nathaniel Dorsky describes devotional practice as an “interruption that allows us to experience what is hidden, and to accept with our hearts our given situation.” Like a devotional practice, cinema can, in Dorsky’s words, “open us to a fuller sense of ourselves and the world”3 by revealing previously unrealized truths, serving a similar purpose to a religious text or ancient wisdom literature.

Because the Bible contains so many universally powerful themes, it’s not uncommon to find connections between the art we love and the church traditions we grow up with. I discovered this at a pivotal Maundy Thursday service in high school. As I listened to a member of the congregation tell the story of the Last Supper and Jesus’ arrest, I felt a pang of emotion, a bittersweet mix of sadness, fear, and anger I instantly knew I’d felt somewhere before: watching the final scenes of Peter Jackson’s adaptation of The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring.

At the end of Fellowship, our heroes are scattered to the winds. Their leader, Gandalf, has been killed in the caves of Moria. Another member, the embattled Boromir, is dead at the hands of the orcs. Two others, Merry and Pippin, have been taken prisoner. Frodo, the ringbearer, is entering the hardest part of his journey with only his friend Sam by his side. As viewers, we know their mission will succeed—it has to—but in that moment, the future looks bleak and uncertain.

Listening to the story of Maundy Thursday as a teenager, I could easily imagine Jesus’ disciples feeling the same way. Just days before, they were welcomed into Jerusalem with joyful celebration. Now, their teacher is gone, soon to be killed, following the betrayal of one of their own. Jesus’ family and closest followers mourn that loss, but also know their own lives are in danger. In my modern context, I knew Christ would return from the dead and ascend to heaven, fundamentally changing the nature of humankind’s relationship to God. But like the disciples, in that moment all I could feel was darkness.

Given the Catholic faith of The Lord of the Rings author J. R. R. Tolkien, this connection was likely intentional. Certainly, Gandalf’s return in The Two Towers has echoes of Jesus’ resurrection. But for me, that experience in church was the first of many.




From Pew to Screen

Because popular culture echoes its audience’s interests and fears, it’s inevitable that there’s a commonality between what art is expressing and the ideas we as Christians carry with us and engage with every Sunday—even in art that doesn’t come from an explicitly religious perspective. Watching movies from a Christian perspective may make certain dramatic beats hit harder as we make connections between what we see on screen and what we talk about in church.

For instance, seeing heartbroken thirteen-year-old Kayla in Eighth Grade react to her dad’s declaration that he wishes she could see herself the way he sees her becomes more moving in light of Psalm 139 (“You have searched me, Lord, and you know me”) and the knowledge that this is how God sees us. Considering the Paddington4 films through the lens of 1 John 4:19 (“We love because he first loved us”) gives the film’s bear hero an extra layer of marmalade-sweetness. Paddington loves his neighbors not just because he’s been told to, but through the example of others who have loved him.

Encountering a resonant moment in a film can also help familiar biblical passages or seasons of the church year gain a renewed sense of immediacy or applicability. Witnessing the sacrifice of the characters in Rogue One: A Star Wars Story5 may better connect us to the disciples’ feelings of vulnerability and uncertainty at the crucifixion. The pain of loss and the hope of resurrection in the ending moments of The Iron Giant6 reflect the same solemnity followed by triumphant joy we feel at Easter. The “great cloud of witnesses” described in Hebrews 12:1 might feel more personal after watching the Pixar movie Coco, or Kirsten Johnson’s love letter to her dad, Dick Johnson Is Dead, and remembering the people who shaped our own journeys.

The stories we carry with us go right to the heart of what we care about and what we believe. The world’s best stories—the Bible included—are as complicated as humanity itself, with characters and ideas that require unpacking. Understanding the narrative complexity of what we watch, and the themes communicated, can help us understand ourselves and each other; applying what we learn from that process can help us become better neighbors.

If we look closely, we can see God at work in the relationship between the stories we love and the seasons of our own faith journey, as we gain perspective on stories we thought we already knew. Gathered in this book are examples of films with themes connecting to significant seasons in the church calendar, chosen to express the depth, width, and diversity of what’s possible when we look for spiritual meaning in unexpected places. I hope they can be an enriching starting point for conversations about faith and art in your own life.













ONE

Thoughts on Watching Devotionally


When we consider Christ’s call to love others as we love ourselves, and as we encounter art that communicates something about the human experience, we find opportunities to empathize with people whose lives are very different from our own. It’s important, therefore, to not only cast a wide net and engage with diverse, challenging stories, but also to think critically about what we’re watching.

In an essay for Vox titled “Why Cultural Criticism Matters,” writer and critic Emily St. James writes, “If [news] reporting can explain the world to us, cultural criticism can explain us to us.”1

Thinking about and digging into a culture’s influential art, asking questions about it, and reading others’ analysis of it helps us understand what was important to the audience that art was originally made for. These practices help us find commonalities with people from other cultural backgrounds, gender identities, or historical periods.

Just as we’re called to critically engage with art, we’re also called to critically examine the stories of the Bible. As a record of humankind’s relationship to God, the Bible also exists, in a sense, to explain us to us. Every story, prophecy, and epistle contains important historical, social, and cultural contexts. If we engage deeply with the Scriptures, they can tell us about the time and place passages were written, and the audiences they were written for. Our modern response to what we read is dependent on considering that context, generating empathy with the writer or the biblical figures they describe, and finding narrative and thematic patterns connecting ancient circumstances and spiritual lessons to our contemporary lives.

When I first started working as a film critic, I quickly found that the way I critically engaged with my faith and the way I looked at film used a similar process. As a critic, I ask myself many questions when I’m reviewing a movie, drawing on everything from writing to acting to artistic choices to technical aspects, to understand what the film I’m watching is trying to say, how it’s trying to communicate those points, and whether I think it does so effectively.

We also use a similar process to study the Bible. In a small group study, we might make initial observations on parts of a passage that stand out to us or pose a question a biblical commentary along with further discussion can help us answer. On our own, devotional guides can help us understand what we read in specific contexts or guide us on a biblical journey.

When it comes to applying our critical understanding of a film to engaging spiritually with mainstream movies that might not have obvious spiritual content, combining elements of biblical devotional practice and art criticism can lead to rewarding results. Consider, for example, the devotional practice of lectio divina, which involves reading a scriptural passage three times, considering the same passage through a different lens each time. The steps of lectio divina include:


	
Step one: Reading


	Read the passage with attention to detail.


	Note verses or phrases that stand out to you.


	Consider the passage’s meaning and context.






	
Step two: Meditation


	Think about how the reading connects to your life.


	Imagine how it might feel if you were present to witness the moment in the passage yourself or hear the story being told.






	
Step three: Contemplation


	Consider what God might be trying to tell you through the passage. What do you feel you should take away or consider more deeply?








I’m not recommending you watch a movie three times in a row to gain a spiritual understanding of it (though repeat viewings of a film can reward you with new insights). As you watch along with the movies in this book, however, consider the following lectio-informed process to organize your thoughts:


	
Level one: Viewing


	What moments in the film stood out to you?


	What is your immediate emotional reaction to what you watched?


	What meaning did you glean from the movie? How did you see those ideas on display?






	
Level two: Meditation


	How do the themes in the movie connect to your life?


	Whose perspective is the movie asking you to consider? How would you feel in that character’s shoes?


	Are there any other characters, scenes, or lines you personally identify with?






	
Level three: Contemplation


	What might God be inviting you to consider through this movie? What ideas, perspectives, or calls to action did you take away from the experience?


	Did the movie attempt to challenge your existing understanding of a specific idea, kind of person, or experience? In what ways? Was it successful?








In addition to these ideas, each of the essays in this book includes further discussion questions for you to consider with a group or on your own. Taken together, they’re meant to encourage a more holistic, intellectual, and spiritually curious approach to each of the featured films, along with the ways they connect thematically to liturgical seasons in the church.

In Movies Are Prayers: How Films Voice Our Deepest Longings, Josh Larsen writes, “Films are not only artistic, business, and entertainment ventures. They are also elemental expressions of the human experience, message bottles sent in search of Someone who will respond.”2 Using critical thinking to deepen your response to the art you encounter—and the people who create it—opens the door for a new way to view popular entertainment and, by extension, the world we live in. With these tools at your disposal, you may find movies are just the beginning of your journey toward seeing spiritual connections in the everyday and learning to better love your neighbor as a result.

With that in mind, let’s get started.








Advent


In God Is in the Manger: Reflections on Advent and Christmas, Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes:


Celebrating Advent means being able to wait. Waiting is an art that our impatient age has forgotten. It wants to break open the ripe fruit when it has hardly finished planting the shoot. But all too often, the greedy eyes are deceived; the fruit that seemed so precious is still green on the inside, and disrespectful hands ungratefully toss aside what has so disappointed them. Whoever does not know the austere blessedness of waiting—that is, of hopefully doing without—will never experience the full blessing of fulfillment.1



Bonhoeffer wrote these words in 1943, and it’s only become increasingly true since then. We order next-day or same-day shipping on clothing, toys, or appliances we simply can’t wait to have on our doorstep, at the cost of environmental resources and poor working conditions for warehouse employees. We binge full seasons of television so we don’t have to wait for a new episode every week, but are left unsatisfied when we hit the credits on the finale, having marathoned an experience designed to be savored.

Advent is an opportunity to slow down and practice the art of “hopefully doing without.” In this season of the liturgical calendar, we wait with Israel and the Virgin Mary for Christ’s arrival and the fulfillment of God’s promise. In our own lives, it’s also a time to consider the ways we are called to actively believe in the promise of a better world, because our faith tells us it will one day come.

The church calendar breaks the season of Advent into four weeks, each with accompanying themes. Week one considers hope, week two faith, week three joy, and week four peace, with all four themes together realized at the beginning of the Christmas season and Christ’s birth. Each week of Advent gives us time to consider our relationship to these themes, what they mean in the context of the Bible, and their relevance in our lives and culture today.








TWO

Hope

The Last Jedi



Hope is like the sun. If you only believe it when you

see it, you’ll never make it through the night.

LEIA ORGANA, THE LAST JEDI





If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.

ISAIAH 7:9






If there’s one character in the Star Wars universe who understands the importance of hope even when it’s hard to find, it’s General Leia Organa (Carrie Fisher). In the forty-year span between her introduction in A New Hope and The Last Jedi, she sees the fall of the Republic, the defeat of the evil Galactic Empire, and the rise of the fascist First Order. She loses friends and loved ones but gains family. She sees her own son go from talented Jedi padawan to formidable Sith lord under her brother Luke’s (Mark Hamill) failed training but finds joy in the arrival of Rey (Daisy Ridley), an emerging hero with a powerful connection to the force. Leia is accustomed to needing hope to get through difficult times; she’s experienced its effects her whole life.

Like Leia, 2017’s The Last Jedi,1 written and directed by Rian Johnson, clings to the concept of hope in the darkness. It’s also interested in exploring its wider systemic implications, perhaps more so than any Star Wars film before it. Johnson’s entry into the iconic saga considers the state of hope forty years after the first film, as well as its meaning beyond the series’ main narrative.

Appropriately for the first week of Advent, The Last Jedi has thematic parallels with a biblical example of a people whose capacity for hope is being tested: the book of Isaiah, in which the prophet delivers a message from God about the coming of the Messiah to a deeply divided Israel. Like the citizens of Star Wars’ embattled galaxy, Israel needs a savior to unite the people and bring hope to the fearful and exploited. Similar to the characters of The Last Jedi, the true test is whether those who hear Isaiah’s message can effectively put their faith in God’s unseen plan.


Hope Forty Years Later

Israel in the book of Isaiah is a country at a tense crossroads, divided into several different kingdoms. King Ahaz, the recipient of Isaiah’s prophetic message, rules the southern kingdom and is under pressure from the neighboring northern and eastern kingdoms, Aram and Ephraim, to join them in rebelling against their Assyrian overlords. If Ahaz says no, the leaders of Aram and Ephraim are prepared to overthrow him.

In Isaiah 7, the prophet offers Ahaz a message to trust in God’s plan for Judah, assuring him that if he is faithful, Judah will withstand the threats of the other kingdoms, eventually leading to the arrival of the Messiah as described in Isaiah 7:14. However, Isaiah warns him, “If you do not stand firm in your faith, you will not stand at all.” Essentially: the world is about to change. Be patient, put your hope in God, and watch for the signs he gives you.

Similarly, when The Last Jedi opens, our heroes are in a difficult spot, and the original saga’s promise of hope is wearing thin four decades on. Rey has found Luke living in seclusion on a remote island and hopes he will return with her to save the struggling Resistance. However, Luke is disillusioned with the Jedi and his role in the Resistance after his failed training helped create the First Order’s Sith leader Kylo Ren (Adam Driver), and he is unwilling to rejoin the fight. On the other side of the galaxy, the Resistance has sustained devastating losses to their fleet at the hands of the First Order. They’re trying to escape to establish a new base, but are running dangerously low on fuel.

These two plots have conflicts related to the strained state of the characters’ sense of hope and their willingness to believe in a larger plan. Luke must reopen himself to hope for the future of the Jedi in Rey, letting old ways die so something radically new can take their place. Meanwhile, Resistance heroes Poe Dameron (Oscar Isaac), Finn (John Boyega), and Rose Tico (Kelly Marie Tran) find themselves at odds with Leia and Vice Admiral Amilyn Holdo (Laura Dern) about how to escape the First Order. It’s possible to see these two threads as case studies in keeping hope alive and being able to faithfully place our hope in others.

Luke believed that because he failed to keep his nephew, Ben Solo—now Kylo Ren—from joining the dark side, he has nothing else to offer anyone. A visit from the spirit of his teacher, Yoda, helps him realize it’s possible to move on from the old ways rather than reject everything he’s been taught because he believed it failed him. Yoda tells Luke, “Pass on what you have learned; strength, mastery, but fear, folly, and failure also. Yes, failure most of all. The greatest teacher, failure is . . . we are what they grow beyond.”

Yoda’s words help Luke realize that by adopting a posture of humility, he can learn from his mistakes and help manifest a larger plan that will put the galaxy back in balance and give Rey the knowledge she needs to be part of that plan. For Luke, hope has not been defeated, as he once believed. His understanding of it just had to evolve.

Poe, Finn, and Rose’s storyline shows what happens when we’re asked to trust in a larger plan we don’t fully understand, but try to control our situation rather than faithfully investigate it. When a First Order attack incapacitates Leia, Vice Admiral Holdo takes over command, grounding the trigger-happy Poe. Holdo assures the Resistance there is a plan in place to escape the First Order, but for that plan to work they must trust her completely. Poe refuses, sending Finn and Rose on a covert mission to dismantle a First Order tracking beacon that will allow the Resistance to safely escape. Their gambit fails, leading to further Resistance casualties. The remaining survivors escape, but had Poe, Finn, and Rose simply trusted in Holdo’s plan, it’s likely many more would have lived.

It’s always worth asking questions of people in authority if we feel we’re being told to do something that isn’t right. However, sometimes it’s also important—particularly where God’s plan for us is concerned—to be patient and remember we don’t have all the answers. Like Luke, the trio of Poe, Finn, and Rose must learn humility. For these characters, hope means trusting others, and recognizing when to step up and when to take a back seat. Their story is a reminder that we are part of God’s plan, not the plan itself.




Who Does This Hope Include?

In addition to lessons in trust and humility, Johnson’s film also creates an expanded understanding of how Star Wars’ message of hope affects people beyond the Resistance fighters. When Holdo takes over command of the Resistance fleet, she reminds the gathered rebels of the importance of their existence, and what they represent. “In every corner of the galaxy, people know our symbol and put their hope in it,” she tells them. “We are the spark that will light the fire that will restore the Republic.”

Holdo’s words are illustrated for us when Finn and Rose take a detour to the casino planet of Canto Bight as part of their mission, and The Last Jedi gives us a sense of what life in the Galactic Empire looks like for people who aren’t on the front lines. Johnson uses this side story to provide a window into the galaxy’s economic inequality and demonstrates what it is our heroes are fighting for.

Canto Bight is first presented as a glamorous place full of wealth, luxury, and excitement. But all is not as it seems. Finn is immediately taken with the city’s opulence, but Rose, a refugee from a mining planet, knows its aesthetic beauty comes at the cost of cruelty to others.

“Look closer,” she tells Finn, as he excitedly ogles a racetrack where large furry creatures called fathiers run laps. The distressed animals are being goaded with laser prods, and their young minders are likewise being physically abused by the stable managers. Rose is disgusted and tells Finn, “I wish I could put my fist through this whole lousy beautiful town.”

Similarly, Jerusalem during the time of Isaiah and King Ahaz projected great outward prosperity and a period of success that began during the reign of King Solomon. As Walter Brueggemann describes in his book Disruptive Grace, “Suddenly, all at once, this sleepy little mountain town displayed a new skyline of magnificence, and such pride as the new city took on high powered adjectives; ‘Holy city, Eternal Jerusalem, Zion, city of our God.’ Growth, exuberance, wealth, happiness, extravagance and liturgy, all without lament.”2

However, that surface-level “exuberance” did not extend to those at the lower levels of society. Jerusalem achieved its wealth and prosperity through taxation of farmers and the working poor, a situation Isaiah was keenly aware of. In Brueggemann’s words, “Isaiah saw the big ones eating the little ones; he knew that the city, from Solomon on, was creating an unbearable economic inequity that could only end in failure and alienation.”3 And so, in Isaiah 9:1-2, we get the following:


Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the nations, by the Way of the Sea, beyond the Jordan. The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned.



It’s a message of hope, one specifically directed toward vulnerable people: the poor, the sick, the orphans, and the widows.

The Last Jedi carries this message too. When Finn and Rose sneak into the Canto Bight stables to make an escape, Rose shows a frightened stable boy her Resistance insignia ring, the symbol Holdo said brought hope to the oppressed, to assure him they’re the good guys. In the film’s final scene, we return to the same stable boy and his friends, excitedly telling stories of the Resistance and the Jedi. The young boy reveals he’s wearing Rose’s ring as he uses the force to lift a broom and sweep the stable, looking hopefully out at the stars above.




A Hopeful View of the Future

When Leia is out of commission, Holdo reminds Poe of one of the general’s favorite sayings: “Hope is like the sun. If you only believe it when you see it, you’ll never make it through the night.” It’s an appropriate parallel to Isaiah’s message about faith to King Ahaz in Isaiah 7, to put his hope in God’s plan rather than allying with the limited scope of man.

Whether fighting galactic fascism or getting through dark times here on Earth, the principle is the same: we must believe a better world is possible, even when the evidence seems scant, because our faith tells us it’s coming. Hope based only on what we can see is no hope at all. Advent is the ultimate example of that hope, a season in which a biblical illustration of it—the wait for the Messiah and the period of Mary’s pregnancy—mirrors our own wait for the kingdom of God realized.




Discussion Questions


	1. What parts of this movie stood out to you or challenged you?


	2. Has hope ever sustained you through a difficult or uncertain situation? What did that experience teach you?


	3. The characters in The Last Jedi learn that sustaining their hope for the future, and their hope in each other, requires humility. How do you see the relationship between humility and hope in your own life?


	4. How much do you think faith or trust play a role in having hope? In what ways? How do you see the characters in the film either employ faith and trust or struggle with them?


	5. Why do you think it’s important that Johnson’s movie includes characters and locations not directly related to the main stories? How do these expanded locations and ancillary characters relate to the theme of hope?














THREE

Faith

The Bishop’s Wife


Even the most open-hearted among us sometimes need reminding that the weeks leading to Christmas aren’t just about materialism—gifts, food, holiday sales, all the things comprising the ideas of abundance we typically associate with this time of year. Christmastime in the secular sense forces busyness on us as we shop for the perfect gift for everyone on our list, attend school recitals and office parties, and festoon our homes with seasonal decor in the name of holiday spirit. These can be fulfilling and uplifting, but if we aren’t careful, it’s easy to neglect the spiritual intent of Advent: considering the needs of others, reflecting on the birth of Christ, and practicing grace, patience, and humility as we wait for the coming of the kingdom of God.

The 1947 film The Bishop’s Wife1 is similarly concerned with using Advent and Christmas to refocus our priorities. A few days before Christmas, Cary Grant’s angel, Dudley, is sent to earth to help harried Bishop Henry Brougham (David Niven) slow down and shift his thinking from showy pursuits of earthly legacy to the foundational core his faith is built on: loving and helping others.


Power, Intention, and Personal Cost

When we meet Niven’s Henry, he’s struggling with the responsibilities of church leadership. He’s singularly focused on raising money for a new cathedral, a process that means currying favor with wealthy parishioners. Henry may have started the project with good intentions—wanting to create a building reflecting the glory of God and supporting the surrounding community—but those intentions went off the rails long ago. His attention has been pulled away from the true mission of the church, as well as from his wife Julia (Loretta Young) and young daughter Debby (Karolyn Grimes). He’s lost touch with his old friend Professor Wutheridge (Monty Woolley), and his impoverished former parish is on its last legs.

Dudley ostensibly appears in response to Henry’s prayers for guidance. However, he’s there just as much to serve Henry’s neglected family and community, and to help Henry realize how much he’s missing while he chases the wrong things. Dudley takes Julia on a lunch date, and then to visit Henry’s former parish while Henry decides to visit a rich widow whose cathedral donation he’s trying to secure. Julia feels seen and appreciated thanks to Dudley’s kindnesses, prompting increasing jealousy from Henry as he realizes his dedication to keeping up appearances is costing him the parts of his life that matter most.




Leadership and Being Led

When Henry initially prays to God for guidance, what he’s really looking for is for God to make his path less messy, to clear the way so he can do what he thinks needs to be done. God, through Dudley, isn’t going to do that. Henry needs to learn his priorities are fully misplaced, and not just with his family.

An hour into the film, Henry visits Mrs. Hamilton (Gladys Cooper), the prickly widow whose donation he’s pursuing. Her gift comes with significant strings attached: she wants a gaudy memorial to her late husband to be the focus of the cathedral. Afterward, when Henry tells Dudley he’s secured Mrs. Hamilton’s contribution in service of the cathedral’s “glorious edifice,” Dudley challenges Henry’s motivations. “I’m not so sure if it’s glory at a time like this,” he tells Henry. “These are lean years for the world. So many people need food. So many people need shelter. That big roof could make so many little roofs.” Dudley later visits Mrs. Hamilton on his own and convinces her to redirect her funds from the cathedral to creating a fund for the poor, installing Henry as its director.

Henry’s desire to build a lasting structure to the glory of God has echoes of Matthew 17, when Jesus takes Peter, James, and John to the top of a mountain to pray, and Elijah and Moses appear. Peter’s first impulse is to consecrate the spot, building three dwellings for Elijah, Moses, and Jesus. As soon as he speaks, however, a fearsome voice responds saying, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!” It’s an interruption of Peter’s worldly instinct, an assertion to pay attention instead to what the Son of God commands, not what tradition dictates.

There’s also a sense of self-importance to Henry’s pet project in that it’s a physical manifestation of his own power and legacy, rather than something providing substantial good for people who need something more than a pretty place to worship on Sundays. In In the Name of Jesus, Henri Nouwen writes, “Power offers an easy substitute for the hard task of love. It seems easier to be God than to love God, easier to control people than to love people, easier to own life than to love life. . . . The long painful history of the church is the history of people ever and again tempted to choose power over love, control over the cross, being a leader over being led.”2

Henry is not a man without compassion. He is, however, at a dangerous risk of choosing the temptation of power and control instead of the humble, rewarding work of loving others. That includes his family, friends, and the members of his flock who don’t have thousands of dollars to give to a capital campaign. Part of Dudley’s goal is to remind Henry that Christ came down to live with the poor and mean and lowly, not to build temples and placate the rich.




The True Meaning of Christmas

To drive this point home, one of Dudley’s final acts before he leaves is to commandeer Henry’s Christmas Eve sermon notes. We don’t find out what Henry initially had in mind, but Dudley’s message is a surprisingly progressive one by 1947 studio film standards. Dudley’s sermon, given by Henry, concludes the film, with the bishop remarking how we’ve forgotten that Jesus, in the form of a helpless child born into danger and relative poverty, is the core of the holiday. He calls for his audience—and us—to exhibit “loving kindness, warm hearts, and the stretched-out hand of tolerance, all the shining gifts that make peace on earth.”

This is the moment Henry’s experiences are reflected back to the viewer. Most of us watching the film probably aren’t trying to raise money for a cathedral. We don’t all have precarious positions of power we’re trying to uphold. However, we do often have our priorities directed toward materialism and control of our lives rather than storing up treasures in heaven. The strength of that temptation is particularly present leading to Christmas, where we do everything we can to engineer an ideal holiday, ignoring the call to embrace others in their messy glory, and to let ourselves be vulnerable in front of them.

The Bishop’s Wife invites us to use this season to examine our lives, consider where we’re putting our energy and whether it reflects what God is calling us to do. Are we spending enough time nurturing relationships that matter to us? Are we being true to the principles of our faith in our interactions with others? Is what we’re choosing to do with our time and resources helping those who need them the most? Rather than chasing down transactional relationships and an outward appearance of success, The Bishop’s Wife argues it’s far more rewarding to actively seek out opportunities to improve others’ lives, enriching our own by extension.
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