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Mr. Potter (I don’t think he ever gets a first name in the movie It’s a Wonderful Life) 
is not a developed character. He’s a stock villain. He’s the Snidley Whiplash of the story, the 
archenemy of our Dudley Do Right character, George Bailey. While putting Mr. Potter in a 
wheelchair is an ableist trope, it does communicate how shriveled his heart is. He’s the 
character we love to hate. His character is so universally disliked that in 1986, Saturday 
Night Live did a “It’s a Wonderful Life: The Lost Ending” sketch.1  

Mr. Potter’s vision of the purpose and power of money stands in stark contrast to 
George Bailey’s vision. Potter’s whole energy around money is vastly different. 

The book Integrating Money and Meaning includes descriptions of several different 
“money energies” people can have. These “money energies” each have certain 
differentiating attributes. Dr. Marcia McFee sees many of these energies represented by 
different characters in It’s a Wonderful Life. Mr. Potter, she says, possesses the “Tyrant 
energy.” Here’s her description: 

“People with Tyrant energy use money to control people, events, and circumstances. 
At its core, this energy springs from deep-rooted fears and can spread easily into anger, 
almost like an addiction. This energy might have started in a healthy way – perhaps as a 
kind of Warrior energy [the Sam Wainwright character has this energy] – but it has grown 
wild into a tool for power. Tyrant energy can be found in people with a little or a lot of 
money. If money is used to control others, and that control is based in fear and anger, the 
Tyrant is showing its colors. It’s not hard to see who the Tyrant is in It’s a Wonderful Life. As 
a somewhat one-dimensional character, Mr. Potter fits the model perfectly in his black suit 
and heavy wooden wheelchair pushed around by his flunky. He has a lot of money and uses 
it to get more. With no family, he seems to care about nothing but control over all the 
businesses in Bedford Falls.”2 

The Potter character reminds me of another stock character, one from a parable 
Jesus told. You find this parable, the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus, in Luke’s gospel. 
Here’s my retelling.3 

There was rich man (like Mr. Potter’s first name, the rich man’s name is missing) 
who was rich. I mean rich. He wore purple, the color of royalty, and he ate really well every 
day. You can just hear him smacking his lips as he finishes off another turkey drumstick. 

 
1 The full sketch can be seen at https://youtu.be/vw89o0afb2A.  
2 Marcia McFee, in her “Reflection Materials” that are part of the Worship Design Studio’s “A Wonder-Full 
Life” worship series resources. 
3 Based on a retelling by Joyce Hollyday, “Love of Money,” Sojourners, https://sojo.net/preaching-the-
word/love-money (accessed 21 January 2023). 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=541434782
https://youtu.be/vw89o0afb2A
https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/love-money
https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/love-money
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Outside this rich man’s gate was a poor man, named 
Lazarus. Lazarus was really poor. And sick. While 
Lazarus was wishing he could eat the crumbs that fell 
from the rich man’s table, stray dogs would come by 
and lick his wounds. Gross, right? 

Both men died – I’m guessing Lazarus died from 
malnutrition and the rich man from a heart attack or a 
stroke or other fat-and-cholesterol-induced condition. 
Lazarus was carried off to heaven to rest in the bosom 
of our ancestor Abraham; and the rich man, well, he 
goes to that place of torment and fire. (And, yes, this 
illustration4 from 1040 is pretty racist.) 

“Yo, Abraham,” the rich man cried out from his 
torment. “Tell Lazarus” – apparently the rich man new 
Lazarus’ name so he must have known that Lazarus 
was starving right outside his door – “Tell Lazarus to 

dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony.” 

“Nope. Not going to happen,” Abraham responded. “Lazarus has found rest and isn’t 
anybody’s flunky. Besides, there is this insurmountable problem of a chasm between you 
and us that no one can cross.” 

This, of course, wasn’t the first chasm in the story. There was a great chasm between 
the rich man and Lazarus before either of them died, the chasm that Lazarus couldn’t cross 
because of the social structures of the day, was the chasm that the rich man refused to 
cross, even though he had the means. He could easily have walked outside his gate and 
shared from the abundance of wealth he had, but he chose not to. And so, there he was, 
separated from paradise for eternity. 

In what Joyce Hollyday calls, “an apparently uncharacteristic burst of altruism, the 
rich man worries about his five brothers back on earth and asks that Lazarus be allowed to 
go and warn them about what has happened to him.” 

Abraham says “no” to that request, too. “If they aren't willing to listen to the 
prophets’ calls for justice, scaring the hell out of them won’t do any good. Somebody 
coming back from the dead isn’t going to change their minds and hearts.” 

As followers of Jesus, we know how the gospels end, with Jesus coming back from 
the dead. By including this story in his gospel, Luke is reminding us to let the guy who 
comes back from the dead change our hearts and minds as needed to embrace his vision. 

I don’t know if it’s harder now to let Jesus change our hearts and minds than it was 
back around the year 100. I know it’s different. The economy is certainly different. There 
have been lots of changes along the way, and I can’t help but wonder if the biggest changes 
started with the Industrial Revolution.  

 
4 Learn more about this illustration at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Codex_Aureus_of_Echternach.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Codex_Aureus_of_Echternach
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Codex_Aureus_of_Echternach
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“In pre-industrial society, the home was a place not merely of consumption but 
[also] of production,” Dr. William T. Cavanaugh wrote. “Most people lived on farms and 
made the majority of the goods that they needed.”5 

Now, he points out, “We make almost nothing of what we consume. The process of 
globalization has accelerated this detachment from production. Fewer and fewer of us have 
any idea what factory work is like, since manufacturing jobs are more and more being 
transferred overseas. Nor do we have much more than a vague idea of the wages or 
working conditions of the workers who make what we buy.”6 

The weird thing is, “alienation and detachment [from the things we purchase] do not 
explain the appeal of consumerism. If the consumer and the inert thing were left staring at 
each other across the store aisle, consumption would not keep pace with production. The 
product must be made to sing and dance and create a new kind of relationship between 
itself and the consumer.”7 

You probably know where this is going: “the rise of mass advertising … to create 
mass consumption.… People had to be trained to act as consumers, to be attracted to items 
to which they had no natural connection. Marketers began talking about ‘building 
relationships’ between consumers and products. The catch is that these relationships could 
not be too durable … People could not become too content or attached to products; desire 
had to be kept on the move. So began what the marketing department of General Motors – 
in a reference to changing car models every year – once called ‘the organized creation of 
dissatisfaction.’”8 

I wonder how 1 Timothy would be written today instead of during the first few 
decades of the second century.9 “As for those who in the present age are rich, command 
them not to be haughty, or to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches.” I think those 
words still work, but they are missing something about consumerism and the idea that 
shopping for more will somehow bring satisfaction even though organize dissatisfaction is 
built into the system. 

Unless the antidote-vision offered by the author of the letter works not only for the 
rich who set their hopes on their riches also works as an antidote-vision to consumerism: 
be rich in good works, in generosity, in sharing, in doing good. I think that might work. 

It’s right in there, in that antidote-vision, that we find today’s sermon theme. It is in 
the using of our resources out there, doing good, making a difference, that we will find 
fulfillment. By looking out, out beyond our gates, out into the streets – that’s where we’ll 
find the needs, which are the opportunities for doing good. 

 
5 William T. Cavanaugh, “When Enough is Enough,” Sojourners, https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/when-
enough-enough (accessed 21 January 2023). 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Scholars are pretty sure that 1 and 2 Timothy were not actually written by Paul, nor were they written to 
Paul’s mentee Timothy. They were probably written 7 to 10 decades later, at a time when the church was 
starting to institutionalize itself. See, for instance, Marcus Borg, Evolution of the Word (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2012), 563. 

https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/when-enough-enough
https://sojo.net/preaching-the-word/when-enough-enough
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Because Jesus was poor and his first disciples were poor, it’s easy to assume that the 
early church was all about the poor and that it ignore or even distained the rich. Here’s the 
thing: since it existed in a society where 90% were poor and probably what we’d now call 
“food insecure,”10 most (probably somewhere around 90%) of the people in the early 
church were poor. What we hear in our passage from 1 Timothy is not a condemnation of 
material wealth. What we hear is an encouragement for wealthy people to use their wealth 
for good, offered with the reassurance that, in doing so, we can “take hold of life that really 
is life.” 

When we’re looking out, out beyond ourselves, out beyond our own concerns and 
our self-reliance, we can work together in love and service, taking hold of life that really is 
life. Amen. 

 
10 Sakari Häkkinen, “Poverty in first-century Galilee,” SciELO South Africa, 
http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0259-94222016000400046 (accessed 21 
January 2023). 

http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0259-94222016000400046

