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The Pro-Life Vision of Frank Capra

Each year at Christmas our televisions seem packed with
specials to celebrate the season. Beyond doubt, the most

popular film during this holiday is a 1946 classic called It’s a
Wonderful Life. Directed by filmmaker Frank Capra (who died
in 1991), it stars Jimmy Stewart, Donna Reed and Lionel
Barrymore.

The movie tells the story of a man named George Bailey. He
is filled with dreams and hopes and possibilities in his youth.
He wants to travel, to experience life fully, to be a success, to
collect many possessions, to have a good time.

But throughout his life he has to make choices between
what’s selfish and what’s selfless. And these choices mean that
his dreams often evaporate. Because when you choose to walk
through the door of goodness and giving, you also close other
doors that might lead to personal pleasure. George chooses to
live for others and sometimes the giving causes him to “burn
out.”

One night, on Christmas Eve, his spirits are particularly low.
He contemplates suicide. He believes that death would be
preferable to living for others. Enter Clarence, George’s
guardian angel. Clarence helps George to see the richness in
living for others. He shows George what life (for others) would
have been like, had he never been born. And through this expe-
rience George comes to see that a life lived with generosity,
with compassion, and with selflessness, is not only a wonder-
ful life, but the only life worth living.

When we watch this delightful film, it’s easy to get into feel-
ing good, feeling sentimental and missing the great power this
movie has to challenge us. Pope John Paul II said that we are
on this planet to be “signs of contradiction” to a world which
rejects the values of Jesus.

George Bailey is that contradiction. He’s a person who cele-
brates a family life. He’s faithful to his wife. And she’s clearly



a partner who is his best friend. They see children as a bless-
ing, not a burden. As a family, their feelings are expressed
openly and honestly, even the disagreements. The Baileys also
pray; they’re not afraid to openly express their reliance on God.

Not all the Baileys are perfect. Like every family, they have
problems, but the problematic member is loved, not denied.
Uncle Billy, for example, is clearly an eccentric, a kind but
befuddled man. The Baileys never mistreat this confused rela-
tion. They attempt, through patience and love, to fill in where
Uncle Billy is lacking. In all that the Baileys do they reflect a
belief in the sacredness of human life. In many ways, this for-
ties film is prophetic. It celebrates the life forces presently
under siege. It affirms family, children, the poor, the elderly, the
infirm and the outcasts of society.

Capra, as he aged, recognized that his favorite film stood in
direct opposition to the values of our culture. And in explain-
ing the vision of It’s a Wonderful Life, he said:

“It was my kind of film for my kind of people. A film to tell
the weary, the disheartened, and the disillusioned, the wino,
the junkie, the prostitute, those behind prison walls and those
behind iron curtains, that no man is a failure!

“To show those born slow of foot or slow of mind, those old-
est sisters condemned to spinsterhood, and those oldest sons
condemned to unschooled toil, that each man’s life touches so
many other lives. And that if he isn’t around it would leave an
awful hole.

“A film that said to the downtrodden, the pauper, ‘Heads
up, fella. No man is poor who has one friend. Three friends
and you’re filthy rich.’

“A film that expressed its love for the homeless and the
loveless; for those whose cross is heavy and him whose touch
is ashes; for the Magdalenes stoned by hypocrites and the
afflicted Lazaruses with only dogs to lick their sores.
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“I wanted to shout to the abandoned grandfathers staring
vacantly in nursing homes, to the always-interviewed but sel-
dom-adopted halfbreed orphans, to the paupers who refuse to
die while medical vultures wait to snatch their hearts and liv-
ers, and to those who take cobalt treatments and whistle—I
wanted to shout, ‘You are the salt of the earth, and It’s a
Wonderful Life is my memorial to you!’ ”

Even after several serious strokes, weak as he sometimes
was, his love of life, his concern for the unborn and the born
never ebbed. He delighted in the knowledge that, long after he
had gone home to God, his film would continue to proclaim,
with incredible clarity, that every single life is a limitless gift
from God, and that ours is a wonderful life!

Question for Reflection

• How has a recent movie reinforced the lessons that George
Baily learned in It’s a Wonderful Life?
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January 22nd

Tommy called at around 5 p.m. “Hey, Father Jim, what are
you doing tonight, want to hang out?” “Can’t tonight,” I

responded. “I have to head East to give a pro-life talk. Do you
want to come?” “Sure, beats staying home.” And so off we
went, stopping for a quick burger on the way. Tommy is 16. He
is a non-stop talker, an attractive kid in personality and looks.
A “success” with the opposite sex, he (like many teenagers)
talks about “hitting on” girls a lot of the time. He is charming
and somewhat irresponsible, and, like many of his peers, not
very much in touch with the consequences of his actions.

I spoke that night to a group of young adults and their par-
ents. Then they watched the powerful film produced by Dr.
Bernard N. Nathanson called The Silent Scream. The movie, put
together by a man who used to do abortions, simply shows
what an abortion looks like. People complain that the film is
hard to take. So is abortion.

When the lights in the auditorium came back on there was a
stillness you could cut with a knife. The only sound heard was
some sniffles. A dialogue then began. One teacher was obvi-
ously angry. She thought the film too emotional, too graphic.
She was countered by a 17-year-old girl who stood to say,
“Maybe we need real life pictures,” and then she went on to
say what truly matters; “I never really thought about what I
would do if I became pregnant, but after seeing this movie I
know that abortion could never be one of my choices.”

During the ride home my talkative friend Tommy was
uncharacteristically silent. Finally, several miles into our jour-
ney, he spoke. “Father Jim, you know I had sex a few times and
I never really worried about it. I mean, I always figured that if
anything happened I could always, you know, have it taken
care of . . . but that movie wiped me out. I never thought of it
as a real kid before. How can people do that?”
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They do it, Tommy, because they too have been conned into
forgetting that beyond talk of “a woman’s body,” or “personal
choice,” or “reproductive freedom,” the life destroyed is a
human person of infinite value and potential. Most people are
not evil; they are ignorant. Abortion has become a word with-
out meaning. Tommy is like most people I meet. They have
anesthetized themselves to a very uncomfortable reality. They
have allowed abortion to become just another word for prob-
lem-solver.

Each January 22nd many of us gather in Washington, D.C.,
to walk for life. We are there as a way to say to a nation of
Tommys: Please realize what is happening in America. Please
know that we are destroying our own future. We are there to
commemorate that day in 1973, when the Supreme Court, in a
wildly flawed decision, said that a baby in utero has no right to
life. In marching we hope to effect a change in the law, but for
the immediate moment our hope is much simpler: to remind
Americans today considering abortion that the choice for life is
theirs.

Remember several years ago the horror and revulsion we all
shared when ABC television’s The Day After showed us the
effects of nuclear war? Well, imagine this comparative tragedy:
a terrible force is unleashed. It decimates the populations of
Montana, North and South Dakota, Wyoming, Colorado,
Kansas, Minnesota, Iowa, Oregon, Idaho and Nebraska. You
see, that is how many Americans we have lost through abor-
tion since 1973—lives of infinite value known now only to
God.

As we sadly remember and reflect on these years of sense-
less death, it might be good to consider the words of Dr.
Nathanson in the closing moments of his film The Silent Scream.
This modern St. Paul, who likewise persecuted and destroyed
the beloved of our Lord, expressed the rationale for his con-
version about unborn life this way: “Since the 1960s we have a



science which is known as fetology, which has allowed us to
study the human fetus. And all of those studies have conclud-
ed without exception that the unborn child is a human being,
indistinguishable from any of us and an integral part of our
human community.

“Now, the destruction of a living human being is no solu-
tion to what is basically a social problem. And I believe a resort
to such violence is an admission of scientific, and even worse,
ethical impoverishment. Somehow I refuse to believe that
Americans, who have put men on the moon, can’t devise a bet-
ter solution than the resort to violence.

“I think we should all here and now devote ourselves to an
untiring effort to devise a better solution, a solution com-
pounded equally of love, and compassion, and a decent regard
for the overriding priority of human life.

“Let’s all, for humanity’s sake, here and now, stop the
killing!”

Question for Reflection

• How does the comparison of the number of Americans lost
through abortion to those lost in nuclear war affect you?
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