
Wednesday, March 6th 

 Ash Wednesday, March 6th, is the beginning of Lent when we 
ready ourselves for Easter. At 6 p.m., we will have our Pancake 
Supper in Fellowship Hall. The cost is $5 for children, $7 per adults, 
and $20 maximum per family. Reservations for dinner are requested 
so that the cooks know how much food to prepare. They may be 
made on Sunday mornings in the Narthex, on the church website 
under Upcoming Events, or by calling the church office (276-6338). 

Then, join us at 7 p.m. in the Sanctuary for our Ash Wednesday 
Worship Service. We will read scripture, raise our voices in song, 
and consider the gift of God’s grace. 

You do not have to attend the dinner to attend the worship service 
and no reservations are required to worship.

v v v
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    From My Heart               to Yours
    by Dr. W. Douglas Hood, Jr.
    Senior Pastor 

Doubt that Pulls us ForwarD  
“Nicodemus said, ‘How are these things possible?’”

John 3:9 (Common English Bible)
 Someone once commented that today we are hanging a question mark 
on everything.  Rarely is anything simply accepted without a deeper inquiry.  
We are suspicious of anyone who declares “Just trust me.”  Offers that are 
too good to be true often aren’t.  Telephone scams, fraudulent use of personal 
information, and malfeasance by elected leaders advances a culture of distrust. 
Nearly everything is challenged. Doubt is pervasive, and this is particularly true 
in matters of faith. Declining membership and church attendance on a national 
scale suggest doubt that the church has anything of value to contribute to the 
present conversations and struggles that engage our nation. There is a new level 
of skepticism operative in public discourse.
 
 Nicodemus is skeptical of Jesus. As a Pharisee, Nicodemus is an authority 
of the Jewish law and interpreter of religious statutes. Widely regarded as 
someone who is exemplary in character and intelligence, he belongs to a 
distinguished company of seventy-two elder statesmen. Nicodemus has heard of 
Jesus, and here in John’s Gospel we learn that he came to Jesus “at night.” That 
is a curious notation – “at night.” The deepest beliefs and cherished traditions 
that Nicodemus is charged with defending are now being disrupted by Jesus. As 
a defender of the religious status quo, Nicodemus might challenge Jesus’ own 
claims of authority by day, where it would be noticed – and applauded – widely. 
But Nicodemus comes to Jesus “at night” so that he may go unnoticed. That 
is because Nicodemus comes not to challenge Jesus’ teachings, but to make a 
serious inquiry.
 
 Nicodemus’ skepticism is clear: “How are these things possible?” He 
cannot say “yes” to Jesus, but – and perhaps more importantly – he cannot say 
“no”. Nicodemus has serious doubts about the teachings of Jesus, but they are 
not doubts that result in him dismissing Jesus. They are doubts that result in a 
long, unhurried, and uninterrupted conversation with Jesus. They are doubts that 
pull Nicodemus forward in faith. Nicodemus is not ready to become a disciple 
of Jesus, but he refuses to turn his back on Jesus. It has been said that one mark 
of intelligence is the capacity to make inquiry where there is doubt. Nicodemus 
has doubts, but he is far too intelligent to remain belligerently fixed on his own 
understanding of truth.
 
 Naturally, there are people who will only accept what is obvious to everyone 
else. They possess a dull intelligence. Their doubt is a dishonest one. It is not 
located in the desire to know the truth, but in the preservation of sheer prejudice. 
It is a doubt that poisons the very root of sincere inquiry and search for truth. It 
is afraid of the light and finds habitation in darkness more desirable. This isn’t 
so with Nicodemus. When he came to Jesus with his doubts, he demonstrated his 
belief that there may be more truth than he presently possessed. Nicodemus was 
prepared for his doubts to pull him toward a deeper understanding of God. And 
Jesus sat with Nicodemus through the long hours of the night until the darkness 
broke, and with the dawn came greater clarity of faith. v
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“Can Retirement 
Be Purposeful?”

Sunday, 
November 10, 2019

v v v

Dr. Tom Tewell Mr. Skip Randolph

Nurture Faith
 Nurture Faith: Five Minutes to Strengthen Your Walk with Christ is an expanded edition of Heart & Soul: 
Volume 2 with 24% new material in a more compact design.  This smaller book size takes up less room on your 
bedside table and is more portable for travel.

 The list price is $24.95, but copies are available for purchase directly from the church at the special price of 
$15.  All authors’ royalties, including electronic sales, go toward supporting the ministry and mission of First 
Presbyterian Church of Delray Beach.

“With countless options for devotionals in bookstores, it can be a challenge to 
pick out the ones that are theologically sound, relevant and fresh.  I have found 
that wonderful mix in Nurture Faith: Five Minute Meditations to Strengthen Your 
Walk with Christ.  In every meditation, Dr. Hood offers timely and honest insight 
to the words of Scripture and offers encouragement for followers of Christ. This 
book is filled with inspiring words of faith and grace for small group studies, in 
church committee meetings, and for individual devotional time.

— Catherine Cavazos Renken, Pastor, Kirkwood Presbyterian Church,   
  Kennesaw, Georgia 

v v v
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by Grace Cameron Hood, Director of Children and Family Ministry

Faith and Fun for Families 
and Children

Houses for Change
 On Sunday, March 24th, Sunday School will hear from a representative from Houses for Change. This is 
a fun, educational crafts project to raise awareness of homelessness and raise funds for Family Promise. 
Each child will receive a cardboard box “house” that they will be able to decorate. Then, they will take their 
house home and fill it with change, which they will then bring to church on Palm Sunday, April 14th. All 
monies collected will go to our local Family Promise.  

Jelly Beans:
The Colors of Easter

 Come have fun as we explore the story of Easter using 
jelly beans of all colors to tell the story in a new and 
delicious way! Join us on Sunday, April 14th, at Noon. 
We will start the day with pizza. After we eat, we will 
discover the story of Easter with jelly beans. Then we will 
hunt Easter Eggs. Please be sure to bring your own basket 
for collecting eggs.

Easter Sunday News
 There will be no Sunday School on Easter Sunday, April 21st. We invite all school-age children to 
remain with parents and guardians during this special Easter Service. The Nursery will be open for the 9 
a.m. service, and Bible Bunch and Nursery will be provided for children kindergarten and under at the 11 
a.m. service. 

Vacation Bible School 
 Put VBS on your calendars now! From June 10th to 14th, 9 
a.m. to noon, we will be taking an out-of-this-world adventure 
as we explore where God’s power can take us! Cokesbury’s 
To Mars and Beyond will be the resource we use as we look at 
lives of men and women in the Bible who showed God’s power! 
Grace Hood and Kathleen Baldwin will the co-directors. If you 
would like to participate in the planning of this great week, 
please email Grace Hood (gracehood@firstdelray.com). v
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  During the month of January, the Session 
approved new members.  They also approved an 
eight-week trial period to host serving lunch through 
CROS Ministries in Fellowship Hall.  Additionally, 
Session approved Rev. Rapier’s study leave request 
to use the Youth Room to watch movies and invite 
church members to join him, with the condition 
that those under the age of 18 will not be able to 
participate in seeing R-rated movies without a parent 
present.

CHURCH OPERATIONS SUMMARY THROUGH JANUARY
 
                                                           2018                      2019
 
Members’ Pledge Payments $52,482 $57,266

Other Operating Receipts 22,438 34,723

Investments Used ––– –––

Operating Reserves 49,481 39,248
 
Funding Sources $124,401  $131,237
 
Operating Disbursements $124,401  $131,237

We Welcome to Our Membership

Harriett Petrulio 
Carlene Sclafani 

Doug Wiles 
Tenna Wiles 

Celebration of 
Eternal Life…

Our Deepest Sympathies as a 

congregation is extended 

to the families of the following members 

upon the death of their loved one:

Clem Henderson – January 27, 2019

Gerald Marshall – February 2, 2019

Irene Gorman – February 4, 2019

Session Report  
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  Dear friends in Christ, Ash Wednesday is rapidly 
approaching (March 6th).  This is a great time in our lives 
and in the life of our church to take a minute in order to 
prepare our hearts for this most holy season.  The 40 days 
of Lent, leading up to Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection, 
provides for us the time to remember that Jesus spent these 
40 days in the desert, in prayer and self-denial, preparing 
for what lay ahead of him.

 So, why not prepare by making a simple plan for each 
day of Lent?  Lent is in fact an act of prayer, so please 
consider daily prayers which bring us closer to Christ.  
Psalm 23 is a good starting point as is the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5: 1-12), Christ’s first sermon to the 
believers.  Whatever you choose, please be consistent in your daily prayer.

 Lent has also traditionally been a time of fasting from those “things” we enjoy the most.  I would like 
to suggest an alternative—instead of giving up, why not choose to give?  We can add to our lives in Christ 
by choosing to concentrate on being more generous—generous in what we say, generous in what we do, and 
generous in our faith, so that we are ever more so truly the light of Christ in the world.  If each of us thinks of 
Lent as a season in which to give, we cannot help but become closer to Christ, closer to one another, and closer 
to the people Christ so longs for us to be.

 Lent is also a time for quiet reflection.  My suggestion it to take time each day not just to pray, but to read 
from the New Testament, in particular the teachings of Christ.  I find that in doing so, I am reminded on a daily 
basis of his three-year mission and the many awesome lessons he teaches.  This can be your inspiration for this 
Lenten season of 2019.

 Lent is also a period in which we should reflect upon what we can improve within ourselves.  We know 
that we sin, that is our human condition.  But we also know that this is the holiest season because Jesus, the 
risen and reigning Christ, goes to the cross to forgive all of us of our sins.  So for this Lenten season, perhaps 
choose just one thing which you would like to improve about yourself (in your faith practice)—whether it is 
daily prayer, quiet reflection, being a better listener, or being a better spouse, parent, or friend.  Then, we can all 
truly celebrate Easter Sunday with joy in our hearts that we have been good and faithful servants of our Lord.

 Finally, dear friends in Christ, if this is a season of loss or suffering for you, perhaps you might ease your 
burdens in the knowledge that Christ suffered like none of us have, and he did so for you and for me.  Certainly, 
this won’t eliminate your pain, but we can be reminded that, in our suffering, Christ is always with us to the 
end of time.

 Let us join together to make this Lenten season one of purpose, one of focus, and ultimately one of joy 
come Easter Sunday!

v v v

Our Lenten JOurney
By Len Battifarano, Associate for Membership and Pastoral Care
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  The Mission Outreach Committee invites you on a tour of three of the agencies that we have assisted 
through our Mission Outreach budget:  The Soup Kitchen, Caridad Center, and Adopt-A-Family.  We have 
long-standing relationships with these agencies, and offer you the opportunity to learn first-hand how they are 
serving our community.

 The Soup Kitchen will be our first stop for lunch.  Their work includes feeding the hungry and assisting 
the efforts to keep families together by providing them nourishment, clothing, and education.

  Our next stop will be the Caridad Center, whose three-fold mission is to provide health, education, and 
outreach serving the uninsured working poor.  Caridad Center is the largest free clinic in Florida today. 

  Our last stop will be Adopt-A-Family, which provides a continuum of housing and supportive services to 
meet the diverse needs of its clients, helping them to become self-sufficient. 

  When:  Wednesday, March 13, 2019, 11 a.m. to 5 p.m.

  Where:  We will board our bus in the Church parking lot at 11 a.m.

  Cost:  None, but reservations are required.

  Seating is limited.  You can sign-up in the Narthex, on the church website under Upcoming Events, or by 
calling the church office (276-6338).   v
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Continued on page 9

Study with GreG

by Rev. Greg Rapier, Associate Pastor

  Friends, each year Doug and 
I receive two weeks of study leave.  
Sometimes we attend conferences; 
other times we hide away and 
read.  This March, however, I’ll 
be watching movies….and you’re 
invited to watch them with me!

  My position here requires 
that I am immersed in the culture 
and world of middle and high 
school students.  It is my hope 
that, by viewing and discussing 
these movies, I will gain insight 
into the main struggles of our 
youth, and that they will help me 
further develop an understanding 
of the texture of their everyday 
lives.

  However, there’s no reason 
for me to do this alone!  I’m not 
the only person responsible for 
youth ministry (or any ministry, 
for that matter); in fact, God calls 
upon the entire church to actively 
minister in one way or another.  I 
encourage you to take a look at 
the movies I’ve chosen, and to 
consider joining me for one or 

more of the films.  Your presence 
and insight would be a blessing 
not only for me, but also for the 
younger members of this church.  

  Each film will be followed 
by a brief, informal discussion.  
All films will be screened in the 
youth room, and will be BYOS 
(Bring Your Own Snacks).

NOTE: some of these films are 
rated R.  For these films, we 
will enforce MPAA guidelines – 
nobody under 17 will be permitted 
without adult accompaniment.

All quotations are taken 
from 

rottentomatoes.com 

and 

IMDB.com.  

The Breakfast Club 
(1985) 
This John Hughes 
classic follows five 

high-school students trapped in a 
day-long Saturday detention.  The 
film explores the differences – and 
surprising similarities – present in 
the high-school caste system.  
97 minutes 
Rated R.

Mean Girls (2004) 
“Tina Fey …wrote and 
appears in this comedy 

about the alternately funny and 
terrifying pecking order among 
teenage girls.”  96 minutes
Rated PG-13 for sexual content, 
language and some teen partying. 

The Perks of Being a 
Wallflower (2012) 
“Based on the best-

selling novel by Stephen Chbosky, 
The Perks of Being a Wallflower 
is a modern classic that captures 
the dizzying highs and crushing 
lows of growing up.”  The film 
follows an introverted high-school 
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Continued from page 8

freshman and the seniors who take 
him under their wing.  103 minutes  
Rated PG-13 on appeal for 
mature thematic material, drug 
and alcohol use, sexual content 
including references, and a fight 
- all involving teens. 

The Hate U Give (2018)
“Starr witnesses the 
fatal shooting of her 

childhood best friend Khalil at the 
hands of a police officer.  Now, 
facing pressure from all sides of 
the community, Starr must find 
her voice and stand up for what’s 
right.”  Based on the #1 New York 
Times Bestseller, The Hate U Give 
is by far the most political of the 
films screening this week. In spite 
of – or maybe because of – the 
politics, the story has been widely 
embraced by young readers and 
viewers.  
132 minutes
Rated PG-13 for mature 
thematic elements, some violent 
content, drug material and 
language. 

Persepolis (2007)
Marjane, an outspoken 
Iranian girl, faces 
turmoil during the 

Islamic Revolution. The movie 
is written and directed by the 
real Marjane. Of all films viewed 

this week, Persepolis is the most 
difficult to translate to our current 
context, but it’s an important film 
nonetheless.  95 minutes 
Rated PG-13 for mature 
thematic material including 
v io lent  images ,  sexual 
references, language and brief 
drug content. 

Lady Bird (2017)
“(Direc tor )  Gre ta 
Gerwig … excavates 

both the humor and pathos in 
the turbulent bond between a 
mother and her teenage daughter. 
Christine “Lady Bird” McPherson 
fights against but is exactly like her 
wildly loving, deeply opinionated 
and strong-willed mom, a nurse 
working tirelessly to keep her 
family afloat after Lady Bird’s 
father loses his job.”  93 minutes
Rated R for language, sexual 
content, brief graphic nudity 
and teen partying. 

Bully (2012)
This documentary on 
bullying was originally 

rated R, but, after a lengthy battle 
with the MPAA, had its rating 
adjusted so it could be shown for 
educational purposes in schools.  
98 minutes
Rated PG-13 for intense 
thematic material, disturbing 

content, and some strong 
language - all involving kids. 

Me and Earl and The 
Dying Girl (2015)
“Winner of the 2015 

Sundance Grand Jury Prize and the 
Audience Award, Me and Earl and 
the Dying Girl is the story of Greg 
Gaines, an awkward high school 
senior whose mom forces him to 
spend time with Rachel - a girl 
in his class with whom he hasn’t 
spoken to since kindergarten - who 
was just diagnosed with cancer.”  
104 minutes
Rated PG-13 for sexual content, 
drug material, language and 
some thematic elements. 

Eighth Grade (2018)
“An introverted teenage 
girl tries to survive the 

last week of her disastrous eighth 
grade year before leaving to start 
high school.”  More than any other 
film we’ll be watching, Eighth 
Grade captures the challenges of 
growing up in the digital era.  94 
minutes
Rated R for language and some 
sexual material. 

Please see page 10

for dates & times

of movies.
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Monday, March 11th – “The Classics”

5 p.m. The Breakfast Club (R), 97 minutes
 
7:15 p.m. Mean Girls (PG-13), 96 minutes

Tuesday, March 12th – “Based on the Book”

4 p.m.  The Perks of Being a Wallflower (PG-13), 103 minutes 

6:15 p.m. The Hate U Give (PG-13), 132 minutes 

Wednesday, March 13th – “Religion”

5 p.m. Persepolis (PG-13), 95 minutes 

7 p.m. Lady Bird (R), 93 minutes 

Thursday, March 14th – “Documentary”

5:30 p.m. Bully (PG-13), 98 minutes 

Friday, March 15th – “Growing up”

5:30 p.m. Me and Earl and The Dying Girl (PG-13), 104 minutes 

7:30 p.m. Eighth Grade (R), 94 minutes 

Study with GreG (continued)

Movie dateS & tiMeS
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Meet Your Deacon Sunday

 March is the beginning of a new cycle for Deacon service – new Deacons join, some 
complete their terms, and all the Deacons get some new flock assignments.  That’s why March 
24th, Meet Your Deacon Sunday, is so important!  This is a great opportunity to meet your 
Deacon and establish a contact that helps them serve you better throughout the coming year.
 
 You can “meet and greet and eat” in Fellowship Hall after both the 9 a.m. and 11 a.m. 
worship services.  The list of each Deacon flock will be posted, and the Deacons will be stationed 
throughout the room so you can easily introduce yourself.  It’s a lively and fun gathering for all 
church members with delicious food prepared by the Deacons.  This is a time to catch up with 
old friends and make new ones.   

v v v

Palm Sunday Pageant Treat Yourself & Help a Student

 Plans are being made for our children to present 

a short Chancel drama with music as the opening 

to our 11 a.m. worship on Palm Sunday, April 

14th.  All children are invited to participate in this 

story of the first Palm Sunday.  Rehearsals will be 

Sunday mornings from 10:30 a.m. to 10:55 a.m. in 

the Sunday School classroom, starting March 3rd.  

Contact Jim Poch (276-6338 ext. 24 or jimpoch@

firstdelray.com) to sign up or ask questions. 

v v v

 The Deacons are hosting The Club Singers on 
Sunday, March 10th at 3 p.m. in the Sanctuary.  This 
outstanding choral ensemble is an all-volunteer group, 
non-profit organization that gives back to the community 
by providing scholarships to worthy music students and 
to organizations that promote the arts and charities.  
 
 A free-will offering will be collected to benefit First 
Presbyterian Church of Delray Beach’s Scholarship 
Fund, which provides scholarships to the church family’s 
high school students pursuing higher education. 
 
 Mark this date on your calendar and make sure to 
invite a friend or two for what will be an enjoyable 
afternoon! 

v v v



Holly House
by Linda Prior

 We did it again in 2019!  Our 
50th Rummage Sale was another 
success, thanks to about 100 
volunteers and staff who dedicated 
their time over twenty-two days of 
preparation and the three-day sale.  
We also extend a special thanks to 
all the shoppers.  One shopper even 
said that she plans her visit to her 
mother around our Rummage Sale 
date!  Since she works, she couldn’t 
arrive until Friday night, but even on 
Saturday she was able to fill several 
large bags and was excited about 
all her fabulous buys.  This isn’t an 
ordinary Rummage Sale – shoppers 
are always impressed by the quality 
and the organization of our event.   

 The preparations began with 
Aaron and Justice taking the clothes 
racks down from the attic over 
Fellowship Hall on January 13th.  
Ed Jessell summoned his crew of 
men to set up the racks and move 
tables to Fellowship Hall on January 
14th.  The donations began to arrive 
on January 15th.  What a tremendous 
response!  Donors kindly delivered 
all wearable items to Fellowship 
Hall and jewelry, housewares, linen, 
art, toys, books, and odds and ends 
to Holly House.  This made sorting 
and carrying much easier for our 
workers.  

 Donations were received on 
Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays.  
This allowed time for the workers 
to catch up on the rest of the days.  
Volunteers sorted, tagged, and priced 
all items in Fellowship Hall and in 
the Holly House.   

 In Fellowship Hall, Lucy Moreau, 
Shirley Thourot, Diane Hawlk, 
DoAnn Falk, and Cindy Pemberton 
oversaw the clothes operation and 
trained new volunteers.  Joan Sopp 

Rummage Sale – 50th Successful Sale!
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and Janice Rennie were in charge of 
pairing, sizing, and pricing shoes. 

 Sue Antal and Sylvia Dinges 
measured, tagged, and priced men’s 
clothing and shoes.  Sylvia visits us 
from Colorado every year to work 
on the Rummage Sale and renew 
friendships.  

 A ll the children’s clothes 
were sorted and hung.  A couple of 
antique dresses and two children’s 
books from the 1880s were taken 
to the Historical Society of Delray 
Beach.  Winnie Edwards, Executive 
Director, responded, “They are so 
beautiful!  I love books like this 
and I have a couple of my own that 
I had on display at the historical 
society.  We are loving the items that 
The First Presbyterian Church has 
donated lately.  We are going to be 
integrating them into the exhibits.”

 Gail Benson and Lucy Moreau 
created a Boutique area this year.  
High end clothes, purses, scarves, 
shoes, and jewelry were highlighted 
in a special area, and the display was 
fancy-schmancy.  Shoppers could 
pick out a complete outfit with the 
help of sales assistants.  

 Maryann Rana and her team 
worked in the Holly House cleaning, 
repairing, and sorting jewelry before 
moving everything to the Covered 
Patio for the sale.  Courtenay Szakats 
and Gail Benson collected and 
displayed books and media.  

 Eileen Robinson and Jean Hilton 
were in charge of the Housewares, 
Lamps, and Art area in the Holly 
House.  Coffee makers, toaster ovens, 
knickknacks, teapots, ceramics and 
glass, and even an artichoke cooker 
were on sale.  The housewares area 

had a large collection of almost 
everything.  Large art, small art, and 
frames were all priced and displayed.  

 Barbara Matusik and Marilyn 
Zechman oversaw the Linens area 
in Holly House.  Sheets, quilts, 
towels, and tableware sold quickly.  
There was an exceptional selection 
of beautiful decorative pillows, all 
priced very reasonably.  

 Gina Logan and Linda Prior 
worked in The Odds and Ends area.  
Toys, games, puzzles, stationary, 
personal items, floral arrangements, 
and oodles of baskets were sorted, 
priced and boxed in the Holly House, 
and later moved to the sales area in 
the Courtyard.  

 Ed Jessell and Paul Rennie and 
their team worked in the tight quarters 
of the Holly House Garage sorting 
and pricing all the “Men’s Stuff” – 
tools, sports equipment, electronics, 
larger items, and everything we 
couldn’t identify ourselves or weren’t 
quite sure how it worked.  

 All the sorting and pricing took 
place in Fellowship Hall, Holly 
House, and the Garage.  Then came 
the day of the “Big Move”:  On 
February 4th, Ed Jessell and Paul 
Rennie assembled their crew to 
move boxes and boxes of “Odds 
and Ends” and “Men’s Stuff” to the 
Courtyard.  Tables were set up in the 
Courtyard, boxes were unpacked, and 
administrative tasks were taken care 
of.  The preparations were complete.  

 The crowds began lining up on 
the first day of the sale at 8:15 a.m. 
to wait for the doors to open at 9 a.m.  
The reputation of the annual best 
Step-Above Rummage Sale prevails!
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 The Rummage Sale has three stages:  The pre-sale preparations, the sale, and after the sale.  So many items were 
sold, but donations were generous and there were still items left over at the end.  Lots of thought went into how they 
would be distributed to the community, and it was decided to donate to the following local charities:

  The Achievement Center and Family Promise received items for needy families. 
  CROS Ministries, which is a clearing house for many local charities. 
  Caridad Soup Kitchen received long sleeve men’s shirts for migrant workers. 
  Dress for Success received women’s business clothes for job seekers and the newly employed.
  The Humane Society in Boca received linen and towels that were unsalable. 
  Foster children at Atlantic High received prom dresses and teen clothes. 
  Dawn’s Dowry, which provides scholarships for Florida women so they can learn a trade. 
  Inspire Youth, a mentoring program for male youths, received suits and casual clothing. 
  Florida Breast Cancer Foundation, which supports breast cancer advocacy, education, and research. 
  Slomin Family Center for Autism and Related Disabilities.
  Wayside Women’s Center, which supports women who are in recovery.   v
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Alita: Battle Angel

  After a truly gobsmacking 
16 years of production, Alita: 
Battle Angel has finally arrived in 
theaters.  Based on Yukito Kishiro’s 
1990 manga series Gunnm, this 
cyberpunk fairy tale was the dream 
project of legendary Hollywood 
director James Cameron, the man 
who’d already given American 
audiences such chilling sci-fi 
fantasies as Aliens (1986) and 
the first two Terminator movies.  
Though he began working on the 
project in 2003—taking some time 
off to direct a little film called 
Avatar (2009), AKA the highest-
grossing movie of all time—it 
languished in development hell 
until finally getting revived 
in 2016.  Directed by Robert 
Rodriguez, a director similarly 
known for pushing the boundaries 
of big-budget special effects via 
super-stylized thrillers like Sin 
City (2005), the film was burdened 
with extreme expectations, the 
least being those from fans of the 

source material.  As Japanese 
manga, anime, and video games 
have grown here in the West from 
niche interests in the 70s and 80s to 
cultural and financial juggernauts, 
Hollywood has repeatedly tried and 
failed to adapt Japanese stories for 
American audiences.  Many treated 
the source material with barely 
disguised contempt, such as 2009’s 
disastrous Dragon Ball Evolution, 
while others like Netflix’s Death 
Note (2017) bungled the story’s 
tone and gravitas.  Even when 
Hollywood treats the source 
material with respect and affection, 
their anime adaptations have been 
plagued with accusations of cultural 
insensitivity and whitewashing, 
none more than Robert Sanders’ 
Ghost in the Shell (2017) which 
cast Scarlett Johansson in the role of 
a Japanese hero living and working 
in Japan.  People didn’t just want 
Alita: Battle Angel to be good, they 
didn’t want it to be a train wreck of 
racist cultural appropriation.

A Movie Review by Nathanael Hood, MA, 
New York University

Continued on page 15
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  Rodriguez and Cameron 
had a leg up on these potential 
detractors thanks to the very nature 
of the original story which, though 
created by a Japanese artist, was set 
in a post-apocalyptic United States, 
with the remnants of humanity 
huddled together in a single 
multi-ethnic, multi-lingual sprawl 
known as Iron City, living in the 
literal shadow of Zalem, a sky city 
hovering above them populated 
by the surviving bourgeoisie.  As 
such, the casting was deliberately 
multi-racial.  The film begins when 
scientist Dr. Dyson Ido (Christoph 
Waltz, German-Austrian) discovers 
the remnants of a discarded 
cyborg in a junkyard, which he 
rebuilds and renames Alita (Rose 
Salazar, Peruvian-American).  As 
the innocent, kind-hearted Alita 
struggles to piece together her 
missing memories, she falls in 
love with Hugo (Keean Johnson, 
British-American), a young man 
who finances his dreams of buying 
his way to Zalem by secretly 
kidnapping and cutting up civilian 
cyborgs for black market parts.  
Hugo introduces Alita to Motorball, 
a futuristic game that’s half roller 
derby, half Gladiator-match, whose 
champion gets a one-way ticket 
to Zalem.  As she rises through 
the ranks of Motorball and begins 

remembering her past as a warrior, 
she’s dogged by the lackeys of 
Vector (Mahershala Ali, African-
American), an evil sports fixer 
determined on recovering Alita’s 
cyborg heart for his master, an 
enigmatic Zalem scientist.

  The original manga was 
nine volumes long, and while 
Cameron and Rodriguez’s efforts 
to condense it all into a single two 
hour movie are admirable, one can 
still see the seams in the screenplay 
where different story arcs were 
Frankensteined together for the 
sake of brevity:  Alita’s father-
daughter relationship with Dr. Ido;  
her romance with Hugo and their 
failed attempt to escape to Zalem;  
Alita’s becoming a bounty hunter 
known as a “Hunter-Warrior”;  
Alita’s becoming a sports star;  Alita 
discovering and coming to terms 
with her past as a literal weapon.  
But for all that, the film still works 
due to its centering on Alita’s 
emotional maturation from wide-
eyed ingenue to determined hero 
fighting for those she loves.  Much 
of this comes down to Salazar’s 
vulnerable yet assured performance, 
aided by Rodriguez’s decision 
to honor the manga’s original art 
style by digitally increasing her 
eyes to the size of super-expressive 
dinner plates.  Though much of 

Continued from page 14

the film relies on CGI—nearly all of 
its many cyborgs are simply human 
faces composited onto digital bodies—
Cameron’s meticulous world-building 
via practical sets and costumes gives 
Iron City the feeling of a real, lived-in 
environment, much like the various 
worlds of the Star Wars franchise.

  But perhaps the most unique 
element of Alita: Battle Angel, which 
elevates it above many other big-
budget sci-fi films, is its insistence on 
underscoring instead of downplaying 
its class dynamics.  So many cyberpunk 
stories about cyborgs, the internet, and 
post-humanism ignore the “punk” part of 
its name in favor of the “cyber,” but the 
genre as originally imagined by writer 
William Gibson in his watershed novel 
Neuromancer (1984) was explicitly 
centered on ragtag outsiders banding 
together to fight corrupt multinational 
corporations that controlled the world.  
Alita foregrounds these class dynamics 
by literally having a sky-city of evil rich 
people exploiting the rest of the world 
for labor and resources.  Alita herself 
can be seen as a messianic figure, one 
part Moses, one part Jesus: a savior 
raised by a privileged class who returns 
to save her impoverished people after 
dying and being resurrected.  This isn’t 
just science-fiction with a heart, it’s 
science-fiction with a soul.  

v v v
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