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Sometimes You Have to Die  
Before You Can be Reborn

“There are only two kinds of people in the end: 
those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ 
and those to whom God says, in the end,  

‘thy will be done.’”1

— C. S. Lewis

The evening of Friday, September 21, 2007, my wife and I sat 
through the movie Premonition. The film’s synopsis is simple: 

Linda (Sandra Bullock) is an unsatisfied suburban housewife. 
One morning the sheriff arrives with news that her husband, Jim  
(Julian McMahon), died in a car accident the previous evening. Throughout 
that day Linda wallows in grief and faces telling her daughters of their loss 
until, emotionally spent, she finally falls asleep that night.
When she wakes, Linda finds it is not the next day but several days in the 
past. Jim is still alive, things seem normal, and that terrible day is a memory 
that has yet to happen. Linda does all she can to repair her relationship with 
Jim and to squeeze real life out of their final days together. In the end, Linda 

Epigraph—Humphrey Carpenter. J.R.R. Tolkien: A Biography. Mariner Books. 1977 by George 
Allen & Unwin (Publishers) Ltd. 151. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
Publishing Company. All rights reserved.
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recalls something her priest said, “It’s never too late to realize what’s 
important in your life—to fight for it.”2

I intended to analyze Premonition for my movie review blog, Good News 
Film Reviews, but for days had avoided watching it—I knew it was not 
going to be my kind of film. As far as I was concerned, a movie about a wife 
whose husband dies then comes back to life sounded tedious with a side 
order of corny, but my wife and I settled in that Friday evening, worn ragged 
from a week of work and parenting. We spoke little, did not even bother to 
snuggle together—she sprawled out on the loveseat; I slumped in my chair 
on the other side of the room.
The next morning, I died.
Saturday morning, September 22, 2007, I stopped at the bank to cash in 
some change before I headed to the bakery to buy donuts. I never made it 
to the donut shop. While standing at the change machine in the bank, 
I suffered a devastating heart attack and croaked right on the spot. There I 
was, a thirty-eight-year-old corpse cooling on the tile floor of Wells Fargo. I 
had a blockage and arrhythmia—a combination known to medical personnel 
as The Widow-Maker. Only four percent of people who experience that type 
of heart attack will survive. Those lucky few who do make the cut rarely 
come out the other side unscathed 
The Lord was generous. He had me keel over one block from the local EMTs. 
They reached me in time. They brought me back from the dead.
The coincidence should be apparent. On the very evening before I died and 
came back to life, my wife and I watched a film about a husband who dies 
and appears to come back to life. The irony certainly has not been wasted on 
us, but this strange coincidence is not the only oddity that surrounded my 
death experience. As my family and I pieced together facts from the months 
which led up to that Saturday morning in the bank, a number of strange 
coincidences revealed themselves.

On Saturday mornings, I always spend the whole morning alone in 
my basement office writing—but, for some odd reason, not that 
day.

My wife and oldest son recently had a notion to take up coin 
collecting; they collect change and search for old coins as a way to 
spend time together.

2. Bill Kelly. Premonition. Tri-Start Pictures. 2007.
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The coin collecting led me to drive to the bank that morning to turn 
in the change. I never, never go to the bank. I hate going to the 
bank—more now than I did before.

I did not take either of my sons with me that morning, which was 
perhaps one of only a handful of times that has happened. I enjoy 
my children’s company whenever I can get it.

I parked my car in the parking lot then looked at the long walk 
between the parking space and the building. Being lazy, I decided 
to pull around and park on the street.

I made it inside the bank and dropped to the floor in front of the 
change machine, mere feet away from the tellers.

I did not have my heart attack in my basement, alone.
I did not have my heart attack in my car, alone.
I did not have my heart attack in that large, empty parking lot, alone.
I did not drop on the near-empty sidewalk.
I died in front of a crowd of people only one block from emergency 

responders.
The EMTs who found my cooling corpse chose to roll the dice and 

try a newly acquired, previously untested (by them) method of 
resuscitation. It worked perfectly.

For a year prior to that Saturday, my wife began to fed me fish oil 
supplements and beta-blockers—“just in case.” Without those, 
either the EMT’s efforts could have been fruitless or I could have 
returned physically or mentally impaired.

My wife was notified by telephone of my condition. For moments 
she was lost in fear. What was she going to do with our children? 
At that moment a woman from our church happened to walk by 
our house and was free to baby-
sit.

Though there was no reason for me 
to suspect my impending doom, 
I had recently begun to outline 
my dying wishes to my wife—
something she had found to be more than a little morbid. For 
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Coincidence is  
God being obvious.



example, I requested my headstone read: “Scott Ellery Nehring, 
beloved tolerated husband and father.”

The list above is not all-inclusive and it does not delve into the numerous 
other strange synchronicities I witnessed during my journey into the Light 
of Christ.
I know God was directly involved both in the events that unfolded that day 
and in the time that led up to them. Some may argue otherwise, but from 
my perspective I know He was, and I know another thing: when you see a 
coincidence in your life, pay attention. Coincidence is God’s way of being 
obvious.
While I certainly would never recommend it, to nearly die was a clarifying 
experience, a great filter for the rest of life. On that Saturday morning, 
everything in existence was shoved through the lens of death. The world 
fell into two categories: important and meaningless. It was totally clear that 
decisions on how to spend my remaining time were simple: stick with what 
is important and completely ignore the meaningless.
The ability to continue with my life after that experience, as well as my 
new perspective, are great gifts from my Creator. Yet it is common 
for those who have a near-death experience to fall into deep depression. I 
succumbed to one that lasted for months. The reason is simple: when you 
have a moment of such brilliant clarity where the world is so easily parsed, it 
becomes clear that we waste a great deal of our existence on nonsense. 
Also, the clarity fades over time. We were pulled from the muddy mire of 
this existence and exhilarated by the freedom. Slowly we begin to sink back 
into the muck of daily life and are once again muddied by the slop around 
us. That brief moment of clarity eventually succumbs to a return to the old 
way of life.
But there is the haunting memory of our clear thinking, so we return to our 
life tainted with a constant reminder that most of what we do amounts to 
nothing. Our greatest achievements are no more than cosmic burps in an 
endless universe. That perspective makes it a little difficult to get out of bed 
in the morning.
I look at this experience as though God gave me a firsthand account of 
Ecclesiastes. I have lain on my death bed so I can tell you with absolute 
certainly that nearly everything our culture values as important is actually 
and utterly meaningless. The world of celebrity plus all the films, books, 
television shows, and video games are all puffs of sweet air in a wind tunnel. 
They are nothing.
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Instead of spending an evening of meaningful, quality time with the love 
of my life, God’s gift to me, I nearly spent the last night of my existence on 
earth in numbed silence as we stared at a Sandra Bullock movie—not the 
kind of thing I want written in my obituary.
Since God intervened on that Saturday morning, I am alive. But I am not 
only alive, I am a reborn man. My death experience renewed my love for 
my family and my dedication to being a worthy husband and father. It also 
solidified my faith in Jesus Christ and His truth, and it prompted me to 
finish the book you now hold in your hands.
My turn toward Jesus Christ had occurred several years earlier. I can be 
a very stubborn and stupid man; it took me a long while to realize a few 
things, like the fact I really could be forgiven by other people, let alone God, 
and that they would be there for me to help me rebuild my life.
During that time I had attended church and Bible classes, had even begun 
to teach a Sunday morning film class which became the groundwork for this 
book. I was a Christian and I had things pretty well under control. Then I 
found out that I did not control anything.
I had given my life to Christ, I had just forgotten the part where I actually 
handed it over to Him. You see, when you hand your life over to Christ, you 
cannot keep a bit of it hidden in the other hand behind your back. He knows 
what you are up to—and you will just look like a dope when He calls you 
on it.
I may have become a “Christian” before my Saturday morning on the Wells 
Fargo tile, but I still was not following in Christ’s steps. I was just another 
dead man walking. My death experience ended the first meaningful test of 
my faith, and I failed horribly—not because I did not have faith in Christ 
but because I did not take that faith seriously. I had cobbled together a faith 
that looked good but could never weather even a moderate storm. From my 
point-of-view, God killed me so that I could begin again from scratch, as 
if He had said, “Nice try kid; now do it again, and this time let’s put some 
work into it.”
In the mobster parody Oscar, Connie (Chazz Palminteri) is asked by mob 
boss Oscar (Sylvester Stallone) to unload all his weapons and place them 
on a table. Connie proceeds to cover the top of the table with guns and 
knives of every assorted size and shape that come from more pockets and 
hidden places than clothes could ever have. He even unloads a few sticks 
of dynamite, a bottle of poison, a mace, and a meat hook.  When Connie 
is finished, Oscar asks, “Is that all?”  Connie sheepishly reveals he is still 
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holding a one-shot pistol in his sock. Exasperated, Oscar exclaims, “This is 
disarming Germany!”3 
That was me surrendering my life to Christ. I placed my negative behaviors 
before Him, but I still had a gun in my sock. That final step was a spiritual 
one, and it was the one I could not or would not take. God has to be very 
overt with me—and very patient. He loves me enough to say, “Next time I 
let you drop, I’m not picking you up again.”
My death experience gave me the opportunity to begin anew. I was forced 
to reconsider my life and my relationship with God—every aspect of my life 
needed to be re-evaluated and assessed. God gave me a glimpse at what was 
important and what was nonsense. It was time to remove the pistol from my 
sock.
When faith fails, it is not God’s fault. It is ours. He has given us the 
instruction manual. He has even gone so far as to give us a clear example 
in Jesus on how to live. It is not His fault if we are idiotic enough to try 
shortcuts and rabbit trails.

Confessions of a Film Geek
I am a film geek. I have loved movies since childhood. For better and worse, 
movies have consumed most of my life. At any given moment, thousands 
of films and television references swim around in my mind. Ask me what I 
think of a film and I will offer opinions until you plead for me to stop. Prior 
to becoming a Christian I watched almost everything a person could see 
on screen—from the most insufferably self-important adaptation of a Jane 
Austin costume drama to a straight-to-video slasher movie.
My love for film goes beyond just watching movies. As a small child I was 
fascinated with how films were made. I devoured books, scoured magazine 
articles, and sat mesmerized by television shows on anything to do with 
films and their creation. At the age of twelve I wrote my first screenplay, 
Battle of the Rebels. At the time I thought it was brilliant and fancied myself 
the next George Lucas. In truth, it was even worse than Lucas’ scripts. 
Later, my studies included Lajos Egri’s The Art of Dramatic Writing, 
Syd Field’s Screenplay: The Foundation of Screenwriting, Christopher Vogler 
(The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers), and works on mythology 
by intellectuals such as Joseph Campbell (The Hero of a Thousand Faces) 
and Otto Rank (The Myth of the Birth of the Hero). I also read scripts by the 

3.  Michael Barrie and Jim Mulholland. Based on the play by Claude Magnier. Oscar. 1991. Silver 
Screen Partners IV and Touchstone Pictures.
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best screenwriters—William Goldman, Billy Wilder, the Coen Brothers. 
Throughout the years I learned the structure and design of stories. 
I felt I had a secret knowledge only a handful of people could understand 
because I could identify act structure, see character archetypes, and place 
movies in the context of film history. I came to understand that films were a 
mode of communication, and I could translate their meaning.
To know how something works does thrill geeks like me. It has been 
explained to me, however, that freely sharing these details actually annoys 
everyone else on earth.
While dating, I took my future bride to see a murder mystery. Ten minutes 
into the film I grumbled loudly enough for her to hear, “His wife did it.” I 
almost did not get another date.
For years my longsuffering wife listened to me ramble about story structure and 
film. I may as well have yapped about lawn care and fertilizer. Actually, she 
would have preferred the fertilizer—we might have grown something in our 
yard besides brown scrub. Yet week by month by year I compulsively prattled 
on about act breaks and character arcs. My wife settled back, resigned to 
accept my blathering as another sacrifice required to have me in her life.
We avoided divorce by setting a rule that I raise my hand and wait to be 
called on before I expose surprise endings. Now, after almost two decades 
of marriage, I have learned not to point out every tiny detail in a movie. 
And something else in our lives also changed and changed big. I became a 
Christian.
Today, I often feel my purpose in life is to be an example of how far God will 
go to save His creation. My conversion to Christ Jesus took a long time and 
I did not come willingly. I was a deeply materialistic, immoral, and corrupt 
man-boy for much of my life. I believed in what I could touch, and I had 
no room for God. Why did I need an invisible control-freak pushing me 
around? I had enough people in my life telling me what to do.
Throughout my adventures in bad living, I denied God and openly mocked 
Christians—the normal reaction of an atheist toward faith.4  To trust in Jesus 
Christ was not a flash of inspiration or a quick revelation. I came pitching a 

4.  In their defense, I do not blame atheists for attacking God’s faithful. Let me explain. I am color 
blind. The green paint on my living room walls appears purple to me. My wife’s brilliant blue 
eyes are, to me, a soothing green. Surprisingly, I had no idea how impaired my vision was until 
I was in my thirties—had spent years studying art and making decisions based on my ability to 
choose proper colors. While I thought that what I saw was real and true, I was blind. Nothing in 
my vision was as it was meant to be, yet I belligerently insisted others were not paying attention. 
It never occurred to me I was the one not seeing correctly. Atheists are blind. I did not say evil. I 
did not even say wrong. They are blind and they do not know it.
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fit every step of the way. God called me; I said no. God asked again; I told 
Him I was busy. God kicked me in the gut and called one final time, and 
then I relented. And before long I was dealing with conversion issues such as 
old friends not talking to me anymore.5

I also encountered a number of difficult internal tasks. New adult believers 
must maneuver through mine fields of their own pasts, define their new 
relationship with God, and figure out their place in the world. To learn to 
walk by faith in Jesus Christ can feel like a move into a new neighborhood 
where everyone has a completed house. We show up at an unfinished lot and 
God has laid out all of the materials along with a note that reads, “Get to 
building. Call if you have questions.” The neighbors help, but we still have to 
figure out how to build the home.
Some people build faster and create sturdier structures than others. In my 
case, I often feel like I am the dork with the Spanish hacienda on a street 
lined with ornate Victorians. It is functional and I can live in it, but everyone 
walking down the street points at it and asks, “What the heck is this guy 
doing?”
When I talked with other Christians, I found them swamped with concerns 
about things I never thought twice about—guilt from watching a television 
show or seeing a film. One grown man beat himself up because he kissed 
a girl when he was a teenager. I wondered, Have I dropped into a faith that 
transforms grown men into whimpering sissies without sufficient defenses to 
handle the slightest bump in the road?  
I also noticed that Christian brothers and sisters thoughtlessly switched 
from plain English into Christianese. They talked about “worldview,” being 
“discerning,” or how “convicted” they were.
I constantly doubted my conversion. I attended what I knew to be a great 
church led by one of the best pastors in the country. I assumed the disconnect 
had to be my fault. Perhaps my faith was too thin. Maybe I was too coarse, 
too cynical to settle into a Christian lifestyle. I felt as though God had 
invited me to a dinner party but failed to introduce me to the other guests.
I stuck with the church and God stuck with me. I attended Bible classes. 
One class was called The Drama of the Bible and was based on the book 
God’s Big Picture: Tracing the Storyline of the Bible by Vaughn Roberts.6 The 
subject matter covered the narrative structure of the Bible, examined the 

5.  Someone can be a friend for a decade, but tell them you have become a Christian and there is no 
predicting how they are going to react.

6. InterVarsity Press. 2003.
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larger storyline of Scripture, and revealed how the Bible, taken as a whole, 
tells a fuller story than most people realize.
The overarching story of the Bible is the identification of the New Adam: 
after the fall of Adam and Eve, God promised to rebuild paradise; He 
provided a means for His creation to become Eden again. Throughout the 
Old Testament, great leaders arose: Abraham, Moses, King David. Each 
appeared to be the one who would save mankind—or at least the Jewish 
people. Each one failed to be the New Adam of God’s promise. Then Jesus 
of Nazareth arrived as the Christ and the New Adam. He provided mankind 
with the one and only way to redemption from sin. The Bible tells this arcing 
story of grace. 
During the class on The Drama of the Bible, I looked at the Bible’s grand 
narrative and an epiphany descended upon me. A shaft of light stabbed down 
from the heavens and shone upon my brow. Music swelled. Angels appeared. 
Well, okay, I may be overstating things. It was more like I raised my eyebrow 
and said, “Hmm, will you look at that.”
My years of babbling about story structure and film found a context. My 
wife’s years of patient listening became worthwhile. I looked at the story of 
the Bible and saw the structure I had talked about my whole adult life.
Soon other things fell into place and I became able to see how God could 
make Himself known even in something as seemingly frivolous as a movie. 
From there I launched into seeing possibilities for a Biblical approach 
to f ilm.
God reveals Himself in the Arts,7 and that includes movies. This may not 
make sense reading it here, but I hope it will before we finish. This book 
you are reading will explain how film influences us and will provide the 
tools needed to judge whether a movie is good or bad. We will look at the 
structure of film-story and see how film can be used to display the Lord’s 
true majesty. From the lessons in this book, you will become a better audience 
member, one who can make informed demands of actors, directors, and 
producers.
Be warned: These concepts can radically change the way you watch a movie. 
My brother-in-law watched movies like most people do: sit down, absorb 
whatever is on screen, then move on. As an unwilling participant in my 

7.  In this book, ‘the Arts’ refers to wide-ranging forms of expression, from painting to drama to 
interpretive dance. I default to the term since it conjures the image of haughty, solemn works 
seen on PBS but can be extended to include the frivolous, crude efforts of MTV and the gamut 
of creative and culturally relevant possibilities in between.
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endless blathering about story structure and film, his movie-viewing was 
revolutionized.
He likened the change to The Matrix. The hero of that film, Neo, is told that 
the world is an illusion created by computers. Morpheus, Neo’s mentor, offers 
him a chance to break the illusion and see the world as it actually is, in all of 
its gritty detail. Morpheus dramatically holds out two pills, one blue and one 
red. Take the blue pill and the illusion continues and Neo is never the wiser. 
Take the red pill and the truth will be revealed but his comfortable world 
will melt away. My brother-in-law says he took the red pill. Now he has two 
sets of films he has seen—the films before I showed him how things work 
and those he has seen since.
Take the red pill. Join me to look at the world that hides behind the 
illusions on screen.
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