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FOREWORD

			Matt Zoller Seitz
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			Whenever I speak to groups about movies or criticism, I am invariably asked which critics I think people should be reading. I suggest a few names, often people who write for major publications or online journals of note. But then I tell them that if they’re interested in form as well as content, and in the relationship between the two—that is, if they’re looking for actual criticism as opposed to reviews, but written in language that can be understood by somebody who didn’t go to film school—then they should be reading critics who write for a religious or spiritual audience. 

			I suggest this not because I am particularly religious myself—though I do believe there’s more to life than what we can scientifically quantify—but because there’s a disconnect between what marketers have told Christian audiences are Christian films (a narrow slice of mostly bland, ineptly made, and insufferably preachy bits of “product”) and the ones recognized by critics such as Josh Larsen, whose extraordinary book you are about to read. And a critic such as Larsen writes much more perceptively about what a film actually is, what it contains, what it says, and how it says it, than all but a handful of critics who don’t carry the difficult responsibilities that spiritually minded critics shoulder every day of the week.  

			The committed filmgoer who is also a committed Christian occupies a uniquely precarious position within film culture. Much arts criticism is at best coolly secular or indifferent to faith, and at worst actively hostile to most forms of organized religion, as well as to the notion that the experience of the uncanny or inexplicable or intuitive or mysterious might be applicable to daily life as well as to fictions that involve wizards, witches, Jedi, demons, and prophets. 

			A critic such as Larsen also encounters resistance (and sometimes hostility) from that sector of the audience that is mainly interested in knowing what sorts of films won’t offend their faith or their sense of propriety, or force them to explain things to their children that they would rather not have to discuss. To this kind of viewer, who thinks of criticism mainly as a consumer guide, criticism of the kind that Larsen practices so well can only provoke discomfort, or the sort of introspection that leads to discomfort, and who wants to feel uncomfortable? 

			Caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place, Larsen slips free and embarks on his own journey. Like a pilgrim in a novel or poem from long ago, Larsen doesn’t just head directly into the nearest house of worship in the town where he was born and has never left, pick up a prescribed text, and start reciting the old tried and true words, chapter-and-verse. He looks up at the sky and off toward the trees, not just down at the text. He seeks out life experiences he could never imagine on his own and scrutinizes them with an open mind and an attentive ear. He roams. He’s a traveler. A seeker. He is curious and wise, but never self-regarding. He sees faith and finds God in places you might not necessarily expect, and locates lessons—more often questions—in quite a few films that you wouldn’t immediately describe as being concerned with such things. 

			And Larsen never makes the mistake of assuming that because a film contains subject matter that some might consider objectionable, it cannot possibly be of interest to a viewer who cares about spiritual matters. The stories of sinners often have as much to tell us about the human condition as the stories of saints—usually more, because even on our best days, most of us are closer to sinner than saint: a work in progress, doing the best we can to confront the big issues, but often just kind of muddling through, doing the best we can. 

			And so you’ll find Do the Right Thing in here, and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and Avatar, and Rushmore, and The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou, and Top Hat, and A Hard Day’s Night, as well as the filmographies of Hayao Miyazaki and David Lynch, Krzysztof Kieślowski and Martin Scorsese, Terrence Malick and Frank Capra. Larsen writes about love, loss, grief, suffering, and endurance. He writes about ecstasy and abandon, shame and guilt. He finds all of life in movies, even in movies that outwardly seem to have little to do with life as most of us know it, and he connects it back to scripture, to a rich tradition of spiritually inclined literature and visual art, to his own experience, to the history of this country and others, and to faiths besides Christianity. He can read a film as if it were a sacred text or admire it like a cathedral; other times he seems to have moved into it and lived inside it long enough to absorb its sounds and smells and memorize the way the sunlight hits the bedroom floorboards.

			The result is an essential book for anyone who thinks of cinema as a place of introspection as well as escapism, and believes that you can find signs and miracles anywhere if you know how to look for them.

		


		
			
--- CHAPTER ONE ---

			
MOVIES ARE PRAYERS?

			[image: ]

			Movies can be many things: escapist experiences, historical artifacts, business ventures, and artistic expressions, to name a few. I’d like to suggest that they can also be prayers.

			What, exactly, is prayer? You already know. You’ve prayed, even if you haven’t set foot in a church for years (or ever). You’ve longed, you’ve desired, you’ve marveled, you’ve groaned. You’ve looked around at the beauty of the world, as the Welsh miners do in How Green Was My Valley, and said, “Wow.” You’ve seen great suffering, as Sheriff Ed Tom Bell does in No Country for Old Men, and asked, “Why?” Who is it that you and the miners are praising? Why are you and the sheriff bothering to complain?

			Prayer is a human instinct, an urge that lies deep within us. Religion came along to nurture, codify, and enrich it. Christians look to the Lord’s Prayer, given by Jesus, as one model for structuring communication with God (Mt 6:9-13). A testimony of praise and an expression of yearning, a confession of sin and a pledge of obedience, the Lord’s Prayer addresses both the nature of God and our desire to be in relationship with him. It is a beautiful encapsulation of our instinctual desire to seek the divine.

			Somewhere early in my childhood, I was taught a similar way to structure my prayers: first give thanks and praise, then pray for others, and only after offering confession should I speak of my own concerns. It is a discipline that has served me well, and a method I still follow—although at the end of these busy, midlife days I often succumb to sleep before I make it to confession. (Convenient, right?) Thankfully, there are other structured prayers in my life. Church liturgy, an art form in itself, gives me words from Scripture when I can’t find the right ones on my own. Devotionals encourage a time of patient, quiet, and unhurried contemplation of God’s Word. Requests for prayer on social media—some from friends regarding personal concerns, others in response to global tragedy—jostle me out of the self-involved stupor of my daily routine and remind me to lift others to God.

			Often, however, my prayers emerge outside of liturgical tradition, church structure, or prompting by other Christians. The prayers I knew first and still know best are guttural. They’re wonderings and wanderings prompted by those moments, both sublime and sorrowful, that can’t be explained by biological function or natural selection. They’re instinctive recognitions of good (of things worthy of praise) and evil (of things inexplicably bent and broken). Whenever I sense something beyond this temporal world—whether the movement of God or the machinations of wickedness—I respond, without formation or premeditation, in awe, anger, or confusion. In these unplanned and impulsive prayers, I’m just a boy standing before God, asking him everything. (Apologies to Notting Hill’s Julia Roberts.)

			Theophan the Recluse, a nineteenth-century bishop in the Russian Orthodox Church, wrote extensively on the role of prayer in the Christian life. In Philokalia: The Eastern Christian Spiritual Texts, Theophan is attributed with this description of prayer: “Prayer is the raising of the mind and heart to God—for praise and thanksgiving and beseeching him for the good things necessary for soul and body.”1 I like this intermingling of the intellectual and emotional elements of prayer, this mixing of the mind and the heart. It recognizes that as much as we try to corral it via rigorous religious tradition (for good and faithful reasons), prayer also takes place beyond the boundary waters, in places and ways we might not expect. This human instinct to reach out in praise or lament or supplication or confession to the divine does not take place only in church, guided by liturgy and pastors. It isn’t limited to early morning devotions, in that serene space before silence gives way to the day. It isn’t strictly the domain of dinner tables, where families gather to recite familiar words (“God is great, God is good . . .”). And it isn’t an instinct shared only by Christians. Prayer can be expressed by anyone and can take place everywhere. Even in movie theaters.



						Prayer can be expressed by anyone and can take place everywhere. Even in movie theaters.
					

				

			Movies as Prayer

			Some of my earliest memories are from sitting in church sanctuaries—hearing Scripture read aloud, having a grandmother tickle my arm, feeling the rumble of the organ, straining against an itchy shirt collar. Other memories, from nearly as far back, are from sitting in movie theaters (more comfortable collars, less Scripture). I spent many childhood Saturdays with my movie-fan parents at the theater, while the occasional Sunday found me tagging along with my dad to the church where he was serving as the guest preacher. Perhaps it was inevitable that films and faith would become intertwined in my head and my professional practice. As an adult I eventually found myself, on occasion, at worship on a Sunday morning and in study of a film that afternoon, a transition that felt natural and good. In time, I began to recognize that the very things we had been expressing in prayer as a faith community were also, in a less liturgical way, being expressed on the screen. Prayer was everywhere.

			Among the countless anonymous spiritual phrases floating around the Internet is this one (often attributed to a man named Edwin Keith, but hard to pin down to a single source): “Prayer is exhaling the spirit of man and inhaling the spirit of God.” This book examines the ways movies exhale. Not only Chariots of Fire or Amazing Grace. I mean movies you wouldn’t immediately associate with religious meaning. Chinatown. Do the Right Thing. The Searchers. Pinocchio. A Hard Day’s Night. The Muppets. (Yes, the ones wearing felt.)

			When Spike Lee exhales, we get Do the Right Thing. When Roman Polanski and Robert Towne and Jack Nicholson exhale together, we get Chinatown. When the Beatles exhale and Richard Lester is there to capture it, we get A Hard Day’s Night. Each of these films, in their own distinct way, offers a response to the two great existential questions that we ask of God almost every day: What do I make of this place? Why am I here? Chinatown answers with a lament. A Hard Day’s Night rejoices. Do the Right Thing seethes, then unexpectedly reaches for reconciliation. Each offers a prayer.

			Of course, none of these movies open with the phrase “Dear God.” A fundamental assumption of this book is that prayer can be an unconscious act, one guided by the Holy Spirit as much as our own script (Rom 8:26). For Christians, such impulsive, mysterious prayer is another part of our tradition, one rooted in and directed at the saving God we believe in. We offer quiet, instinctive prayers every day—hopes, worries, and frustrations that never quite take the shape of spoken words or fit into religious routines. Yet those who would not claim Christian identity also make such deeply felt gestures. And we all direct these gestures at an assumed audience outside of ourselves. God may not be the name always given to that unseen listener, but he is never­theless the one who hears.

			In Prayer: Finding the Heart’s True Home, Richard Foster describes the malleability of prayer: “Countless people, you see, pray far more than they know. Often they have such a ‘stained-glass’ image of prayer that they fail to recognize what they are experiencing as prayer.”2 Movies offer these sorts of unconscious prayerful gestures, only much louder and on a giant screen. If it helps, imagine stained-glass windows along the walls of a theater. It’s no coincidence, after all, that the spaces have similar architecture. The knee-jerk comparison to make is a pejorative one: that both places are designed for worship, the implication being that good people go to church to worship God and bad people go to the movies to worship everything else. There is some truth to this reductive reasoning; certainly the most shallow and exploitative of our movies can direct our desires in self-destructive ways. But I think a more fundamental commonality between sanctuaries and theaters is the notion of focus. In both instances, we’ve set aside our time and our space to gather in community and join our concentration. Often the intention is simply to escape the world (and don’t forget, church serves this function too), but frequently we gather to apply our intellectual, emotional, and artistic prowess toward considering the world and our purpose within it.

			For me, gathering with God’s people to hear his Word and sing his praise is a reorienting experience, as if I’ve been wandering in a wilderness and am suddenly handed a compass. There is a small church in the Roseland neighborhood of Chicago that I sometimes attend, where the sanctuary is a low-ceilinged, windowless space and the attendees range from faithful, multigenerational families in their Sunday best to bedraggled loners who just rolled in after a night on the street. Together, sitting in temporary rows of chairs that leave scuff marks on the tile floor, we read these words projected on a screen: 


			As followers of Jesus Christ, 

			living in this world—

			which some seek to control, 

			and others view with despair—

			we declare with joy and trust: 

			Our world belongs to God!3 



			With that, a humble space has become holy, and those of us inside it, each lost in our own way, have been found. Can movies offer the same sort of communal, confessional prayer?

			The work of Dutch theologian and former prime minister Abraham Kuyper encourages this understanding of the moviegoing experience. In his 1905 treatise on common grace, newly translated in 2011, Kuyper advanced the idea that God’s gifts, including those of artistic talent, are lavished on all of humanity—whether the artists are believers or not, whether they’re painting a portrait of Christ or sewing a costume on a Muppet.4 What’s more, the art they each create falls beneath God’s sovereignty. Consider Kuyper’s most well-known words: “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”5 As such, reflections of God’s grace and his revealing truth can be found in the most unexpected of places. I’d also suggest that our attempts to seek that grace and grasp that truth can take unexpected forms.

			Now, it’s hard to make the case that Kuyper would have been at home in the modern multiplex. In his treatise he bemoaned that artistic standards were already being eroded at the turn of the nineteenth century, when artists were “no longer following the law of more refined taste but succumbing to lower taste, to say nothing of the false taste of what people identify as popular.”6 Kuyper likely would not have shared my deep affection for The Lego Movie.

			And yet his theology, if followed to its logical end, opens the door even to broad comedies. Why should God’s grace not extend there? If Kuyper had deigned to attend a movie theater, I like to think he would have found common grace—this notion that an agnostic artist, by God’s favor, can capture the glory of his creation—flowing from the screen. From the silent melodramas of Kuyper’s time to the colorful animated extravaganzas of today, endless creativity is on display in the collaborative work of hundreds of artists: cinematographers, editors, actors, directors, costumers, musicians, production designers, and more. And when the resulting movies genuinely yearn, mournfully lament, fitfully rage, honestly confess, or joyously celebrate, they serve as prayers.

			The Language of Prayer

			This book identifies nine different expressions of prayer and then places an array of films within each one. Praise, confession, and obedience—the tenets of the Lord’s Prayer—are some of the forms I explore. The rich biblical tradition of lament, the mystical practice of Christian meditation, and the more excitable expression of prayerful joy are other areas of focus. Along the way, you may notice that the order of these types of prayer has been arranged to follow the overarching narrative of Scripture: that this world was created good, fell into sin, has been redeemed by Christ’s work on the cross, and now awaits the full return to its original glory. Our prayers, both personal and cinematic, always take place somewhere along this creation-fall-redemption-restoration timeline.

			I intend for this book to offer two things: a consideration of the role of prayer in the Christian life, and a way of exploring film from a theological perspective. I hope to bring prayer out of the cloisters and into the crud of the everyday, which is where I often engage in it. If prayer is where my thinking about God runs up against my experience of the world, then I will need a way to understand that experience beyond memorized phrases. The poet Christian Wiman touches on this in his meditation/memoir My Bright Abyss: “The purpose of theology—the purpose of any thinking about God—is to make the silences clearer and starker to us, to make the unmeaning—by which I mean those aspects of the divine that will not be reduced to human meanings—more irreducible and more terrible, and thus ultimately more wonderful. This is why art is so often better at theology than theology is.”7

			Such a melding of art and understanding, of film and faith, may make some squeamish, for a variety of reasons. If you come to this book more interested in cinema than theology, be assured I have done my best not to highjack the art, not to bend it to my own purposes so forcibly that it breaks. In hopes of preventing that I spend a fair amount of time on film form, appreciating the particular choices and techniques of the filmmakers and exploring how those aesthetic elements evoke the action and intention of prayer. As such, these are by no means definitive readings of the movies—the final word in terms of how a film works or what it means. Rather, this is a way of under­standing them in light of God’s sovereignty, of seeing them as chapters in the larger Christian narrative within which every film’s story ultimately takes place.



						Just as holding a prism against a slit of sunlight reveals a variety of colored beams, this book might help our understanding of both God and the movies to shimmer in a new way.
					

				

			Theologians may have other concerns. Throughout the book I lean on the work of many different thinkers, yet by no means are the citations meant to be wholly representative of their place within Christian philosophy. No quotation here should be considered definitive. Instead, I mean to use theology as a lens through which to consider these films, and the films as a lens through which to consider theology. Just because Kuyper may not have darkened the door of a movie theater doesn’t mean his notion of God’s grace can’t be brought to bear on the art of film.

			My goal, then, is not to be comprehensive but illuminative. In bringing together these two practices—theological reflection and film criticism—I’m engaging in what is perhaps best described as a work of cultural refraction. Just as holding a prism against a slit of sunlight reveals a variety of colored beams, this book might help our understanding of both God and the movies to shimmer in a new way.

			Here Be R-Rated Movies

			There is, of course, another concern some might express about such a project: that some of the films discussed here are not worthy of Christian consideration because of their content. Why, some might ask, have I not limited my scope to movies that are PG-rated, faith-based, or “safe” in some other way?

			In the wake of the culture wars of the 1980s and 1990s, during which a “Christian” understanding of film was often reduced to counting the number of swear words in any given movie, there have been many thoughtful arguments explaining why believers should have a more holistic understanding of cinema. In 2014, then Christianity Today film critic Alissa Wilkinson nicely restated the case in an essay titled “Why We Review R-Rated Films,” where she offered the following reasons: “Because we want to raise questions, not give answers. Because we want Christians to be some of the most thoughtful conversation partners and culture makers you can find. Because we want to celebrate the excellent and mourn what’s bad—even if those two things show up in the same place. And because we want to serve our readers as they love their neighbors.”8

			It’s also worth addressing concern over content in relation to the foundational subject of this book: prayer. Our prayers, too, are imperfect. Some of them might be rated R. They are offered by fallen creatures, so they are by nature fallen as well. Set aside any stained-glass image of prayer and consider how they often look in everyday life. We’re distracted when we pray. We pray for the wrong things. We use the wrong words. I—far too often and like the disciples—fall asleep. What we offer are not golden gems of shiny spirituality but messy expressions that reflect the brokenness out of which they’re born.

			The same can be said of cinema. Movies also represent the efforts of fallen creatures who have imperfections of all kinds, moral and otherwise. And so my aim is not to vet films for a specific audience—that’s the death of art—but to celebrate how the best of them try, in the same muddled and contradictory way we do when kneeling by our beds, to say something honest and true. This book is not for Christians who are looking for a safe list of movies to watch. It’s a way of considering how many films, even the challenging ones, are capable of functioning as messy, mixed-up, miraculous prayer. God grants us the freedom to watch with grace, as Richard Foster alludes to in Prayer: Finding the Heart’s True Home: “What I have come to see is that God is big enough to receive us with all our mixture. We do not have to be bright, or pure, or filled with faith, or anything. That is what grace means, and not only are we saved by grace, we live by it as well. And we pray by it.”9

			Let’s proceed, then, with exactly this sort of grace. Let’s accept that prayers can be unintended and can come from unbelievers, that even the howl of an atheist is directed at the God they don’t acknowledge. In this way, we can explore movies anew. 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. Into the Wild praises God for the world’s beauty. Watchmen laments its inherently fallen state. Sunrise offers a pledge of obedience. Fight Club cries out in anger. 2001: A Space Odyssey and The Wizard of Oz artfully plead to know him more. God listens to the whispered utterances of the devotee in the church pew. I believe he listens to The Muppets too.

		


		
			
--- CHAPTER Two ---

			
MOVIES AS PRAYERS OF PRAISE
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			T eeming. That word perfectly describes the planet Pandora, which is at the center of James Cameron’s 2009 mega-blockbuster, Avatar. Life on this alien world gallops and grows, swoops and streams. Lemur-like creatures with four arms swing among skyscraper-­sized trees. Feathery, spiral plants as tall as cars instantly shrink at the slightest touch. Bioluminescent seeds drift in the air and gently settle on branches, looking like landlocked jellyfish. Even the ground is alive; stepping on it emits a pulsing blue glow.

			In the NIV translation of the Bible, both Genesis and the Psalms use a variation on the word teeming to describe the vast life force of the sea (Gen 1:20-21; Ps 104:25). With an expansive vision and a careful eye for detail, Cameron and his animators capture something of that unbridled vitality in Avatar. There is a story—involving conflict between visiting earthlings, who have come to strip the planet of its resources, and the native Na’vi, who live in symbiosis with the environment—but the movie mostly enthralls as an act of imaginative world building.

			As it guides us through this strange and wonderful place, Avatar heightens the experience with extensive use of 3D. I’m normally not a fan of the technology, but there is no denying its effectiveness here, particularly in conveying a sense of height. This is especially true when we visit one of Pandora’s most remarkable locations: a range of floating mountains. A collection of massive islands hovering in the air, each is big enough to contain forests and waterfalls. Even the rapacious earthlings pause in awe at the levitating formations, acknowledging the magnificence with a majestic name: the Hallelujah Mountains. Before the humans despoil, they praise.

			Made to Praise

			Praise is our fundamental calling as created beings. As essayist Anne Lamott writes in her book on the three essential prayers, “Awe is why we are here.”1 Describing his relationship with us in Isaiah, God announces, “the people I formed for myself / that they may proclaim my praise” (Is 43:21). The prophet Jeremiah delivers this claim: “‘As a belt is bound around the waist, so I bound all the people of Israel and all the people of Judah to me,’ declares the LORD, ‘to be my people for my renown and praise and honor’” (Jer 13:11). Praise will continue to be our purpose in the new creation, as the adoring litanies in the book of Revelation make clear.

			Self-involved creatures that we are, this may at first sound like an obligation or even an eternal curse. Most popular depictions of heaven feature cushy clouds and servile angels in hopes of mitigating this perception and emphasizing our own pleasure and comfort. In the 2013 comedy This Is the End, our heroes are rewarded with a private Backstreet Boys reunion concert as they enter the pearly gates. (Backstreet’s back, indeed.) If the notion of eternal life sometimes makes me queasy, it’s because I too often imagine it in such limited, human terms. Even listening to my favorite band forever and ever (and no, that’s not BSB) sounds more like hell than heaven.

			

						Prayers of praise relinquish us from the burden of maintaining a false status we don’t deserve and can’t uphold.
					

				

			Walter Brueggemann helps us reframe the purpose of praise—both in this life and the next—in Israel’s Praise: Doxology Against Idolatry and Idealogy: “Praise is not only a human requirement and a human need, it is also a human delight. We have a resilient hunger to move beyond self, to return our energy and worth to the One from whom it has been granted. In our return to that One, we find our deepest joy.”2 True joy, then, is unrelated to our own desires and needs, whatever we selfishly believe those to be. Such wants spring from our sinful nature, the misguided belief that we should not only rule our own personal worlds but also that we’re capable of it. The pleasure that comes from that sort of prideful world building is petty and desperately maintained, while the joy that comes from recognizing God’s place over all of creation is wide and deep. Prayers of praise relinquish us from the burden of maintaining a false status we don’t deserve and can’t uphold. Praise rightly reorders the hierarchy of the cosmos, giving honor and glory where it is due. And there is contentment unlike any other in that equilibrium.

			The doxologies we repeat from Scripture are appropriate, then, because they both capture what God intends for his people (“It is fitting for the upright to praise him” [Ps 33:1]) and also because they express the enjoyment of doing so (“How good it is to sing praises to our God, / how pleasant and fitting to praise him!” [Ps 147:1]). Brueggemann writes of this with a sense of finality: “Glorification and enjoyment, the first serving God, the second including us, are the final purpose of humanity.”3 This understanding of praise is crucial if we are to broaden the horizons for what prayers of praise can be. If our liturgical recitations of the Psalms become rote, they will have become useless, for then our prayerful praise will have lost its delight. But if they reverberate with intentionality and energy, they will overflow and inform every aspect of our lives. When we see praise this way—as an expression of gratefulness that recaptures our created purpose—we will begin to notice echoes of it everywhere: in our relationships, in our vocations, and in our art.

			The Art of Praise

			How, then, can movies function as prayerful praise? In bountiful ways. In fact, if you carry the spirit of the Psalms with you into a theater, you’ll see such gratitude everywhere. Hymns may be in short supply, yet all sorts of praise is nonetheless offered up from our movie screens.

			Let’s return to Avatar. Is it too much to suggest that the kind of cinematic world building that takes place in the film recalls the original creation? In his book Culture Making, Andy Crouch describes such mimicking behavior as a fundamental aspect of all culture. “Just like the original Creator, we are creators,” Crouch writes. “God, of course, began with nothing, whereas we begin with something. But the difference is not as great as you might think.”4

			Some might see this attitude as hubris; after all, Avatar’s James Cameron is also the man who declared onstage at the Oscars, after winning the best director award for Titanic, “I’m the king of the world!” Yet aren’t efforts such as Avatar—ambitious attempts at subcreation—also a sideways sort of praise? Imitative flattery, Avatar honors what God has made by creating a world of its own, then crafting a story about how best to honor that praiseworthy creation. Coursing through so much of the movie is a prayerful gratitude for natural (well, alien) wonder. Standing underneath a glowing tree whose tendrils resemble an illuminated weeping willow, one of Pandora’s native inhabitants explains, “This is a place for prayers to be heard.” Indeed, it’s a place for praise.

			Consider also the delicious genre of foodie movies, ranging from Babette’s Feast to Jiro Dreams of Sushi. These are, on one level, odes of thanks, both for the bounty of the earth and the creativity with which we’ve cultivated it. (In Crouch’s terms: “The egg is good, but the omelet is very good.”5) Or consider the way films like A Place in the Sun and Giant seem stunned in the presence of a glamorous icon such as Elizabeth Taylor. We may be tiptoeing toward a form of idolatry here (Taylor, after all, also anchored Cleopatra), but surely an honorable appreciation for God-given beauty is also part of the equation. Fantastic Voyage, another extravaganza from the 1960s, offers praise for the biological miracle that is our created bodies. There is a high camp factor, as doctors are unconvincingly shrunk to microscopic size and injected into a patient’s bloodstream. Yet amid the unintentional laughs is an echo of Psalm 139:14: “I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made.”

			Among the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, founder of the Jesuits, is an understanding of praise that involves the whole scope of creation. “Man was created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord and in this way to save his soul,” Ignatius wrote. “The other things on Earth were created for man’s use, to help him reach the end for which he was created.”6 Surely some of these “other things” can be movement, light, color, sound—the building blocks of the cinema (and the main characters of Genesis 1). This is why prayers of praise are delightful. They can be endlessly creative. We do not worship a cruel God who demands quotas of praise in rigidly prescribed formats, as if he is an anal-retentive king and we are his sycophantic courtiers. He wants our praise to be creative, to involve the full richness of the Earth (the Pandora he has made) and to reflect our own ingenuity as created beings. And so the Bible models many forms of prayerful praise, from the lute and harp of the Psalms to the Isaiah-influenced doxologies of the apostle Paul. Likewise, our different church traditions evoke praise in a host of ways. Some of us celebrate with African American gospel music, while others reprise Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.” Some of us find our words of gratitude in the Spirit-led moment, while others are guided by Scripture-derived liturgy. Prayerful praise speaks in many languages because it reflects the great diversity of “all the peoples” (Rom 15:11). On occasion, it speaks in the language of the cinema.

			All Things Bright and Beautiful

			Like Avatar, many of the movies that function as prayerful praise are rooted in thanks for the grandness of creation. Into the Wild, Sean Penn’s loosest and freest film as a director, has just this sort of gratitude. An adaptation of Jon Krakauer’s nonfiction book of the same name, Into the Wild dramatizes the life of Christopher McCandless (Emile Hirsch), a college graduate who dropped everything—his savings, his family, his future—to wander the American wilderness. Along the journey, Penn’s camera is agog at the rocks and rivers, forests and streams that the young man surveys. Even when McCandless occasionally encounters evidence of the fall (say, a hippie couple whose relationship is crumbling), he still seems to believe he’s found his way back to the Garden of Eden.
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