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Of course, it seems preposterous that George Bailey would be so important. At least that 

is what many modern critics say about Frank Capra’s Christmas classic It’s a Wonderful Life 

(1946). Every life is precious, but the idea that Jimmy Stewart’s character would have that much 

impact seems outlandish: that Mary would become a nervous spinster; that countless American 

soldiers would die because George’s brother wouldn’t be there to save them; that Mr. Gower 

would be in prison; that Uncle Billy would go insane; that Bailey Park would never have been 

constructed; that the town of Bedford Falls would transform into a slatternly, sleazy miasma of 

nightclubs, vice, and broken lives. 

 

But such is the film’s fiction. And the best fiction has no small offering of truth within it. 

Perhaps one man (or woman) can really make a difference. How different would the history of 

mankind be without Genghis Khan, the Mongolian leader whose cult of personality was so 

overpowering that his death led to the almost immediate disintegration of the vast empire he built 

through conquest? Or how about Jonas Salk, the virologist who saved literally millions of lives 

by inventing the polio vaccine and subsequently refusing to patent it? And finally, what if a 

certain Roman citizen was never born almost 2,000 years ago and never had a certain life-

changing revelation on the Road to Damascus? 

 

If we can accept the idea that one human being can so vastly change the world, then we 

must accept the second great truth of It’s a Wonderful Life: even the greatest, most noble, most 

righteous of people can fail and fall. Good Mr. Bailey is nearly driven to suicide by his failures 

and is only saved via the intervention of a 2nd Class Angel named Clarence. But there is an 

important detail about this story that many people tend to miss. Clarence was only assigned to 

save George Bailey after the entire community of Bedford Falls prays for him. Indeed, the very 

first sequence of the film is of the collected prayers of the community begging for God to help 

him. And then the film cuts to that famous scene of God the Father and St. Joseph alight in the 

heavens: 

 God:  Hello, Joseph, trouble? 

 Joseph: Looks like we’ll have to send someone down. A lot of people 

asking for help for a man named George Bailey. 

 God: George Bailey? Yes. Tonight’s his crucial night. You’re right. 

We’ll have to send someone down immediately. 

 

 



Some might mistake this scene for proof that God is willingly oblivious to the sufferings 

of his children unless he is appealed to en masse. This scene shows that God is fully aware of 

George Bailey’s plight before Joseph’s report. But what it does demonstrate is that God is moved 

to action through the power of prayer. So maybe George Bailey could have that much influence 

on the town of Bedford Falls that he could single-handedly save it. But the most important and 

powerful action of the film is when Bedford Falls returns the favor. And isn’t that one of the great 

truths of Christianity? No matter how important the individual, he is dwarfed by the awesome 

majesty of the combined Church. No force on earth is more powerful than God. And nothing 

inspires God more than his children coming together in earnest prayer. 
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