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Introduction
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LIKE MANY OTHERS, CHRISTMAS is my favorite time of the year. I love seeing people decorate their houses. I love the music. I love giving and receiving presents. There really isn’t much about the holiday that I don’t enjoy.

As much as I love Christmas, I also appreciate Advent. As an extrovert, I love the hustle and bustle of the main event, but a part of me is drawn to the quiet reflection inherent in the time just before Christmas. Taking a moment to sit with my feelings about the season and examining the exiting year before the turning of the calendar is something that I relish. The practice of Advent is something that allows the holidays to come alive all the more.

When I started my Substack in 2022, I called it “MacGuffin or Meaning” because, when I think about movies, I am always interested in how themes play out. Sometimes it’s a “MacGuffin” - a mythical object that drives the plot but has no inherent meaning. But often there are deeper, more meaningful elements, which is why I love film. A good story thrills me, and part of what makes a story good is the opportunity to learn something about myself while I’m watching. It’s rare that a positive review of mine doesn’t include some personal anecdote explaining why a film resonated with me on some level.

My combined love for meaningful movies and the season of Advent led me to think about how to bring them together, and thus was born “Deus Ex Cinema: An Advent Devotional for Movie Lovers.” Riffing on the term “deus ex machina,” or “God from the Machine,” this devotional is looking for God in the movies. 

The liturgical church calendar has four Sundays of Advent, each generally revolving around one of four themes: Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. This book divides the first 24 days of December into four sections, in which I will look at six movies in each category. I have chosen some of my favorite films that exemplify each of these ideas. 

Each devotional is short, just taking a few minutes to read, and they all include questions for reflection. I encourage you to read this with a notebook and jot down some of your thoughts. Even if you haven’t seen all of the movies discussed in this book, the themes are still relevant for the season, and the questions will guide your time reflecting on this.

I hope that if you have found your way to this book, you will be encouraged by it and that you will find some sense of hope, peace, joy, and love in its pages and through the holidays. And I hope that perhaps you will begin to watch movies with an eye toward where God might be hiding. 
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Caged Hope: The Shawshank Redemption
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When I think of films that exemplify hope, the first that springs to mind is the 1994 classic The Shawshank Redemption. Based on the Stephen King short story, “Rita Hayworth and the Shawshank Redemption,” this movie follows Andy Dufresne, a banker who is accused of murdering his wife. He claims his innocence, but his cold demeanor leads the judge to find him guilty, sentencing him to life in prison. 

While in prison, Andy meets Ellis “Red” Redding, a thief who murdered someone during one of his robberies. The two strike up a friendship, and as their friendship progresses, Andy speaks regularly to Red about the topic of hope. Andy sees hope as the thing that keeps him going during the darkest times, while Red sees it as something unattainable and therefore a feeling that needs to be crushed. 

In one of the darkest scenes in the film, a long-time inmate is released, only to discover that he no longer knows his place on the outside. He went from being a man of importance in prison to being an old man struggling to fit into normal society. He eventually chooses suicide, believing that it is better for him to be dead than to simply play out his days bagging groceries and struggling to get by. Red takes this as confirmation that hope for something outside of the walls of the prison is a death sentence. 

In this instance, hope is the antithesis of complacency. The cage is a place where you might not be free and where bad things can happen, but it is known. Every day in prison is the same. You wake up and go to bed at the same time. You eat at the same time. You work the same job. You walk in the same common space. You don’t have to make choices about anything because they are all made for you.

Even without the walls of a prison, complacency is an easy trap for all of us to fall into. Despite the constraints it entails, complacency can feel safe. You can’t get disappointed if you don’t want more than what you already have. We can go about our days, allowing them to roll over us without really engaging or reaching for something beyond what we have.

In the Christmas story, the shepherds seem like an unexpected group to receive the news first, but these are people who would be tied to a schedule and who might not have been looking for anything more than their lot in life. When the angels appeared to them, the shepherds were afraid. However, when they heard the announcement of a baby born in Bethlehem, they didn’t ignore it. They hoped that the message was true and went in search of this child who could be the Messiah. Rather than giving in to complacency, they embraced the hope of this infant.

My favorite scene in The Shawshank Redemption is when Andy finds a box of records, locks himself into a room, and plays “Duettino- Sull’aria” from Mozart’s opera “The Marriage of Figaro.” He turns on a microphone and plays the song for the entire prison population. In a voiceover, Red says, “I tell you, those voices soared higher and farther than anybody in the great place dares to dream. It was like some beautiful bird flapped into our drab little cage and made those walls dissolve away. And for the briefest of moments, every last man at Shawshank felt free.” 

Hope can be frightening because it requires something of us that complacency does not. In these days before Christmas, let us examine the places where we allow complacency to cage us in. And remember that when we grab onto hope, we also grab onto freedom.

––––––––
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION:


•  Where in your life do you feel complacent? 

•  What fear do you have that keeps you from seeking hope?

•  How can hope help free you from complacency?
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Friendly Hope: Bob Trevino Likes It
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Do you remember when social media was fun? When you could sign onto Facebook and actually see pictures of the people you were friends with? When signing on was an easy way to catch up with former classmates or colleagues whom you couldn’t visit in person? When it wasn’t about chasing clout or proving you are right, but just an opportunity to connect with others?

Tracie Laymon remembers that because during a difficult time in her life, Facebook offered her a lifeline. Her father was often absent, and in one of those absences, she searched for him on Facebook. She found someone with the same name and sent a friend request, hoping it was him, only to discover it was another man. But rather than this ending as soon as it started, they formed a friendship that helped heal the wounds she had suffered from her father. 

She tells a fictionalized version of this story in her film Bob Trevino Likes It. Lily is cut off by her father and reaches out on Facebook, sending a friend request to someone with his name. She soon discovers that it is not her father, but messages, hoping that maybe he has some connection to her family. While that is not the case, the two forge a relationship that gives both of them hope. 

Lily was abandoned by her mother as a child, had romantic relationships that used her without creating a meaningful bond, and was then rejected by her father. She was alone and struggling. When Lily and Bob first meet in person, he shows up to fix an overflowing toilet. When he realizes that she doesn’t even have a plunger, he takes her to a hardware store. As they walk through the aisles, he asks her what she needs, and she rattles off a list of things she lacks: a car, a college education, health insurance. Bob says, “So you don’t have any tools.” The two of them check out, and when Lily reaches to pay for the items, the cashier tells her that her “dad” already paid.
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