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Oh God! is a movie that has some-

thing intensely religious to say abottt
the humaniiy of God. This fall (1977)
release, with John Denver and George

Burns, is riddled with deep theological
truths and un[ruths. It cleverly and hu-

morously concerns itself with such vi-

able questions as the nature of faith;
interpersonal relationships between be-

lievers and notr-believers; and the decay

and commercialism of organized reli'
gion. The movie excites and stimulates
*and offends and repels.

The movie is replete with references
to the deep "issues" of comparative re-

ligion. God is even quizzed wiüh fiftv
questions (writien in Aramaic) by a

board of theologians and top religious
leaders. 'lhe questions, however, are

only partly taken seriously; primarily
they are taken and atrswered with sa-

tire, humor, and nonchalance. Att un-

derlying nioùill of the picture is that
God is not really interested iu the same

"isslles" of the day as the clergy. I-Iis

priorities are higher, more humane,
more pivotal-iheY concern human
needs!

Tlie dratna and dialoguc raise ques-

tions about man's fl'ee will, God's con-

trol of the futttre , comparatirre rcligiotrs,
and God's essential message. You'11 love

and treasure some of the dialogue as

delightful and Let:se;you'11 abhor other
cmpltascs as irrt'lcvaltl or cvcn sacri-

Iegious.
But ihe essellce of the film concerns

God hin'rselî. He rvants to reilerate his

concern and lo\¡e for the world; so he

stages an interview with Jerry (Deuvet)
and manifests himself as a Voice, Jerry,
all assistaltl grocery sLore ttlatlagcl'. is

to spread the word to the world.
Bnt there is a slight probletn: Jerry

isn't a believer. Neither is he religiotts,
nor does he have anv churcÌ't affiliation.
"Neitl,er do I" respotrds God! Jerry's
wife is really sl<eptical, believitrg that

he must be on the verge of an emo-

tional collapse. She thinks he ought to
see a doctor. She asks why God hasn't
appeared io him in persotr. Why was ii
just a Voice in the grocery store, on the

car radio, in strange rooms?
That diatogue is the preparation for

God's personal appearance. The scene

is the bathroom. Jerry is in the shower.

Suddenly God speaks again and tells

him that He is there in the bathroom,
in person. With great trepidation, Jerry

emerges from the shower to come face'

to-face with God who has decided to
manifest himself in the body and image

of (get this!) George Burns! It is a

choice moment when the camera slowly
focuses on the physical form of George

Ilurns. It scans him from head to foot.
The spotlight is on him, seeing him
through the eves of Jerry. It pauses

briefly to catch the baseball cap on his

head, the thicl< plastic glasses on his

nose, and the tennis shoes on his feet.

God is in Jerry's bathroom, dressed

in tennis shoes! I{e manifests himself
in a humau form, iu a manner that
Jerry could comprehend. What a de-

lightful and refreshing way of commun-

icating the incarnationaì truth which
tunderliues the' biblical message about
Jesus I

Later, itr the grocerv store, God
shows up for a tall<. When Jerry tries
to expose God by introducing him lo a

couple of lady shoppers, God changes

his form-to that, of a rather large,

btacl< ladyl I doubt that Jeriy was the
only person to gape at that surprising
developrneut. What a sltock!

T'o think of God actually, literallv,
physically colnitrg in a httmau form is
difficult erlough. But, t,<¡ complicate
that with an unfamiliar or (to some
people) an unacceptable hurnan form--
a woman, a black, fat person! Well,
that nearly stl'ains the ìimits of credi-
bilitv. (Maybe that's wllY Jesus so
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shocked the church leadet:s of his time.
After alt, thev expected the Messiah to
be altnost anything bul a carpenter
from Nazareth. To them, Jesus was

but a country hick with a low-cast job,

withoui any college degree, and from
a ghetto town!)

Toward the end of the movie, there
is a courtroom scene in which Jerry is
on trial for libel. On God's itrstructiotrs,
he had inten:upted a campaign and ac-

cused a profiteering, evangelical, big-

name preacher of getting rich from
his religion. The evidence is alnassed

against Jerry. It suggests that he was

insane since he went around claiming
to have seen and talked to God.

To prove Jerry's insanity, the law-
yer quizzes Jerry as to what this God
that appears to him lool<s like. He an-

swers that God last appeared as a bus-

boy. Well, with that, the lawyers and

the court explode. "God, a bus-boy?"
That brings the house down in laughter.

Once again, the symbolism is sug'
gestive. For when God actually came

in the person of Jesus, he came as a car-

penter. He got on his l<ttees and washed

the disciples feei. He jottrneyed as an

itinerant preacher. IIis position was as

lowly and service-oriented as a bus-boy!
The God of this imaginary, Para-

bolic story played by George Burns has

a very calm, non-threatenitrg, noncha'
lant voice. IIis manner is kind, thought-
ful, and humorous. He laughs. But
there is also an urgency in his concern
for where mankind is heading; an in-

tensity and seriottsness in his love and

care. IIe doesn't like it that men tal<e

him for granted, kill each other, pollute
aud corrupt his world, and ignore his

rules for getting along with each other.
The movie isn't witlìoul its faults,

bui ihe essence of its message is souud.

It's a kind of twentieth-century para'

ble; an imaginary stoiT of the incal:na'

tional tr:uth of ihe Good News of how

God cares and mar,ifested himself. Per-

haps more than any other thing, it
underscores the unbelievable and excit"
ing iruth of the humanity of God.

I like the idea that millions of peo-

ple will be seeing this imaginaiive story
and rnay be challenged to do some in-
depth thinking about spiritual thitrgs-
particularly the humanity of God" And
if the Body of Christ is ready and cap'
able of communicatirlg the Good News

in such a posilive, c<lntem¡rorary, and

reaìistic way, we might have sornething
viable and winsome to say about .Iesus
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Newspapers this year are re-running the

classic editorial in which a benign editor as-
sures a yollng inquirer that as long as there is
love, there really will be a Santa Claus. At flre
risk of blaspheming what has become by now
sacred lore, another point needs to be made.

The millions of us who nlay Santa need also
to be assured that there really are more millions
of "Virginias" and ot,hers who are having any-
thing but a merry Christmas. The brute fact of
widespread poverty and starvation is, as our.
Lord promised, stiìl with us.

Why interrupt the merriment of Christmas
to remind us of what we already know? Be-
cause without such reminders the season de
generates either into bland sentiment or flashy
tinsel. Christmas speaks of what tl'le church
ought to be doing about such problems as
world hunger. The babe-in-the-manger story
is not about the cute cuddliness of the Cirrist-
child. It is about tl-re pain-if also the joy*-of
incarnation It is about a God of love not
being content to define that passion in rnerely
sentimental terms. lt is about "Joy to the
world" taking on flesh-and with it, the hnn-
ger and sorrow and deprivation of the Virginias
of the world.

Ilttt even recitecl in that wa3r, the Chrjstmas
story remains at the level of soft sentiment
without the church. Ik¿re is the Body of Christ,
continuíng incarnate even after the Ascension"
It is the Body who is now elected to continue
to gift the world with the message that God
cares" 11, is our joyful task not onlv to ¡troclainz
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"Peace on earth," but to enflesh that benev-
olent idea.

And the Christmas basket mentality is not
enough. We would not deny the needy these
crumbs from our laden tables. But we would
ask whether that meager gesture signals en-
fleshed love so much as our owtl ur-ìeasv
consciences.

'llo measure incarnate love, lei; the Body ask
the larger question of its total investment in
Chriótmas. Let us ask horn¡ enmeshed we have
become in the nets of slicl< advertising that en-
tice our spending at this season. Let us expose
the hypocrisy which bemoans the rising cost
of living and the shrunken dollar, while setting
new spending records at the department stores.
Let us evaluate the electronic gadgets and
gaines and gimmicks we buy in the light of
their drain on the wol:ld's energy resollrces-
and against the value of the Virgir-rias who clied
whi.le we made the purchase.

Our fallen world is too bent for ns 1,o fulfill
the dream of idealistic agronomists-*the rich
(not only irere but in oil-rich Arab nations as
weÙ) cottld feed the poor, but we will not. Yet
this fact of mere life rnlrst n<lt deter the Body
from sharing in deed and word the message of
tbe abwtdant life, that God was manifest not
in the wealth and splendor of kings but in the
poverty of a stable.

And yes, Santa, as long as there is a falk:n
world, as ìong as there is greed in the hearts of
persons, there will always be a Virginia. Visit
her this Christmas.

-RD
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comrn(fr -next moffth'
Michael Hall speal<s to both the strengtlr and

the risl< of non-creedal religious groups, in
'The lnalierrable Righl of Dissent.'

Luther Davis clescribes thtl rtory cf ,.lorlah in

terrns of a TV news report.

Wey-nr: \A/illr: writes of tlrc healirrg force c.f

a r¡ratef rrl heart, in 'Clean Sheets

ancl lce lJater.'

l\rrcl Wes Reagan's colrtnbution to 'Renewal

irr iire Prrllllí';rsks if tl re,:Iir.¡¡cl¡ iirt¡sl coi¡titit.lc
rr-' nr;rl<e it :io tough orr its 'pro¡rlrets' tlrat they
frave to leave the folcl
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