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Amazing Grace Discussion Guide:

By Sarah Kirk, Shelley Soceka and Jeff Yourison
Below you will find a discussion guide to the movie Amazing Grace. The movie and discussion guide are great resources to use on the college campus with students and friends who are interested in topics of social justice.  

Amazing Grace is a timely film touching on topics relevant to today’s college campus such as social activism, human rights, combating big business, and the integration of faith into all aspects of life. It portrays the struggle and determination of William Wilberforce to make systematic changes in his culture, often through grassroots efforts. Considering that Wilberforce was only 21 when he first was elected to parliament, his life models how young adults can change the world around them.
The movie spans roughly two decades of Wilberforce’s life and portrays his lengthy and controversial time in parliament, focuses on his efforts to end the slave trade in the British Empire, and highlights how his Christian faith propelled him to tackle deeply entrenched social injustices.
Possible Venues for Use: 

There are a variety of ways you might use Amazing Grace on campus. Here are a few ideas to get you started: 

· During a Large-Group chapter meeting

· For a small group social activity

· As a movie night on campus

· As part of a conference or training event
· In connection with a chapter or campus justice event/outreach event 

· At a departing senior event

Background to an Amazing Life:
William Wilberforce had an incredible life. He was only 21 when he was elected to the House of Commons and was on his way to a successful political career. After his conversion, Wilberforce took on the English establishment and persuaded those in power to end the inhumane trading of slaves. It was a long and difficult battle that resonates today as a great inspiration for those passionate about current social injustices in our world.

1759 – William Wilberforce was born

1780 – Elected to Parliament as an independent representative
1780-1785 – It is believed Wilberforce experienced a deep religious conversion during this time
1783 – Met with James Ramsey and became interested in the abolitionist movement

1789 – Gave first great speech in Parliament for ending the slave trade and introduced first bill to end slave trade 

1807 – Slave Trade in the British Empire was abolished (while slave trade ended, slavery itself was still legal in 
 
 the British Empire until 1833)
1823 – Launched campaign for the emancipation of slaves

1825 – Retired from the House of Commons

1833 (July) – Wilberforce died

1833 (August) – The Slavery Abolition Act passed, making slavery itself illegal in the British Empire 
Discussion Questions:
This movie is about one man’s response to injustice, and therefore generates questions about how we can respond individually to the inequalities in our world. How can we step out of our comfort zone, even when our words and actions are not easily embraced? What role does our faith and our God-given opportunities give us to change the world for good?  Below are some questions to get you started in discussing the movie both in its entirety or based on selected clips. 

Questions for an Entire Movie Viewing 
1. What characters in Amazing Grace did you relate to the most? Why?

2. How did Wilberforce interact with faith, or God?  How did he apply his faith to his life?

3. In what ways were people involved in the abolitionist movement? How would you have seen yourself involved?
4. How does Wilberforce handle opposition? What motivates him to keep going? 
5. John Newton, friend and childhood pastor of Wilberforce, wrote the song “Amazing Grace.” Given 
Newton’s past in the slave trade and his struggle to reconcile his past to his faith in God, does the song’s meaning change at all for you? (link to lyrics: www.amazinggracemovie.com/song.php) 
6. Were there sections of the movie that were uncomfortable to watch? Which were they and why?
Potential Application Questions:

Depending on how the discussion goes, one of these application questions might be a great way to allow the movie to become more than just a few hours of entertainment and discussion.  

Social Justice: 
1. Are there injustices today that you choose to remain “blind” to? What would move you to begin taking action?

2. There were many ways people chose to fight injustice in the film, from raising public awareness in large rallies to small dinner parties to person-to-person.  Some told their personal stories while others sought systematic change. Some sought to have their eyes open while others didn’t. How do you see yourself in the fight for injustice today?  

3. For many, recognizing the humanity of the slaves was an important first step towards action. What would it take for you to recognize the humanity of _________?
Faith: 
1.
If there were aspects of Wilberforce’s faith that you admire, what steps would you need to take for you to obtain that faith (e.g., check out Christianity, develop a specific discipline like prayer/meditation, accept Jesus as your Savior, and/or learning more about God’s heart for justice)? 
Lifelong Discipleship: 
1. Wilberforce joined the abolition movement in his mid-twenties and devoted his life to it. He found a passion and clung to it. Are there commitments or passions you are discovering in college that you do not want to lose when you graduate? What are they? What would it take to make those a lifelong pursuit?

2. There were many things that kept Wilberforce on the path to see an end to slavery, such as strong friendships, his faith practices, his job, etc. But there were also numerous things that could have dissuaded him from that path such as complacency, defeat, health, and public opinion. As you think about what your passions are, what support do you think will be necessary to make sure your passion does not fade?
Clips for Discussion: 
Numerous clips from the film stand alone as invitations for thought-provoking discussion. You can use them separately as teasers for a later showing of the entire movie, or as a spring board into conversations about the role of activism and faith. The duration and timestamp location are given for the location within the movie.
“Clapham Dinner” 3 min. 21 sec. (timestamp 0:25:45 to 0:29:06): 
This is a clip of Wilberforce having dinner with several abolitionists who are trying to convince him that fighting for the end of slavery can be seen as a work of God. 
1. The work of God and social activism has often been viewed as divorced from one another. Why do you think that Christians have sometimes separated the two? What are the benefits of blending them? Is social action even reasonable without faith?
2. The character Olaudah Equino states that he was branded by his owners as a reminder that “he belongs to a man and not God.” Are there ways that we are branded by others or ourselves which keep us owned by earthly attachments?
“The Smell of Slavery” 2 min. 27 sec. (timestamp 0:54:25 to 0:56:52): 
Here Wilberforce is confronting the nobility with the reality of slavery by tricking them to pass by a slave ship for a visceral experience.
1. Sensory information (sight, smell, sound, taste) are powerful things. Can you think of a time when you have been confronted with a “smell of slavery” (from the news, a personal experience, something a friend has shown you, or something you’ve read)? What impact has that had on you?  Why was it so powerful?
“I Once was Blind” 3 min. 56 sec. (timestamp 1:25:52 to 1:29:48): 
In this clip, blind John Newton, who wrote the song  “Amazing Grace” and friend to Wilberforce, confronts his past memories of being a part of the slave trade.  
1. What role does Newton’s past play in his life? What brings him freedom?

2. In penning the lyrics to “Amazing Grace,” Newton wrote, “I once was blind but now I see.” In this clip he claims it is now true. How is it now true? In what ways can we still be blind even though we have seen?
3. Newton reflects on the various ways he dehumanized the slaves and how that was wrong. Are there ways you or the culture today still dehumanizes others? How do perceptions of another person’s humanity determine our actions towards them?
“Pitt and Wilberforce” 1 min. 56 sec. (timestamp 0:21:08 to 0:23:04): 
This is a clip of William Pitt, long-time friend and fellow parliamentarian, talking about his hopes of becoming Prime Minister. 
1. When Wilberforce protests that they are too young to pursue high level parliamentary positions, Pitt responds, “We are too young to realize that certain things are impossible, so we will do them anyway.” What does youth offer as an advantage in leadership positions? Are there things you have avoided because you have felt like you are too young?
“You Would Do It” 1 min. 14 sec. (timestamp 0:29:12 to 0:30:26): 
Here William Pitt tries to convince Wilberforce to take a stand against slavery.
1. Pitt argues that surely Christianity allows for social action. Do you agree? Why? How do we bring our faith into social action? Is social action even reasonable without faith?
2. What role did Pitt play in Wilberforce’s life as a friend? Can you think of friends who do the same in your life?  
Bible Studies
As a part of your discussion, you may want to look at some texts from the Bible that relate to the issues in the movie. Here are some for your consideration:
· 1 Timothy 1:12-18: This passage is about the transformation Christ brings despite our failings. It goes well with “I Once was Blind” clip.
· 1 Timothy 4:6-16: Here is a passage about standing firm in faith for the long haul as well as not letting people look down on you because of your age. It goes well with “Pitt and Wilberforce” clip as well as topics of lifelong discipleship.
· Isaiah 58: This passage is about justice and true fasting. It goes well with “Clapham Dinner” and “The Smell of Slavery” as well as topics of justice.
· Luke 10:25-37:  Here is the classic story about the Good Samaritan and loving your neighbor. It can be used with “I Once was Blind,” “Smell of Slavery,” and “You Would Do It” clips as well as topics of seeing the humanity in others. 
Additional Resources:

· Amazing Grace online resources and discussion guides www.amazinggracemovie.com/downloads.php 
· Words to “Amazing Grace” www.amazinggracemovie.com/song.php    

· Amazing Grace movie poster downloads www.amazinggracemovie.com/downloads.php 
· Amazing Grace movie review and discussion guide from Christianity Today www.christianitytoday.com/movies/reviews/2007/amazinggrace.html 
· World Vision www.worldvision.com
· World Vision AIDS Tent www.wvexperience.org 

· International Justice Mission resources www.ijm.org
Additional reading
· Hero for Humanity: A Biography of William Wilberforce, by Kevin Belmonte, NavPress 2002.
· Just Courage, by Gary Haugen, InterVarsity Press, 2008
· Practical Justice, by Kevin Blue, InterVarsity Press, 2006 
· Shaking the System, by Tim Stafford, InterVarsity Press, 2007
*All images used by permission and are copyright Bristol Bay Productions

[image: image3.png]ANA (N
(@ &



Amazing Grace Discussion Guide
© Copyright 2008 InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA ®
-1-
PAGE  


Amazing Grace Discussion Guide
© Copyright 2008 InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA ®
- 2 -


