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This article examines the three most popular Christian fantasy works 
of the twentieth century: Lewises Chronicles of Narnia, L'Engle'sTimc 
Quartet, and Tolkien's Lord of the Rings. It argues that it is the 
moral dimension that is of central importance in all three and that the 
Harry Potter series is comparable in terms of its moral message and use 
of fantasy elements. It concludes that Christians have much to learn 
and enjoy y and little to fear, from the Potter series. 

"This is what your folk would call magic, I believe; 
though I do not understand clearly what they mean; 

and they seem to use the same word of the deceits of the enemy." 
—The Lady Galadriel 

I must begin by pointing out two very important features of the 
subtitle to this essay, one misleading, and the other subtle enough to be 
overlooked. First, it is disingenuous for me to purport to give a Christian 
perspective on fantasy literature. I cannot, by any stretch of the imagi
nation, be considered an expert in literature, in fantasy literature, or 
even in any of the four authors whose work I wish to discuss. Truth is, 
my field isn't literature at all; it's philosophy. And I'm not even a par-

1. This essay was presented originally as part of the Theological Forum of the 2003 North 
American Christian Convention in Indianapolis. My thanks to Johnny Pressley, Professor of 
Theology, Cincinnati Bible Seminary for inviting me, and to the dozens of Christian brothers and 
sisters attending the presentation who offered insightful and encouraging comments both in per
son and in subsequent e-mail. I also thank my colleague at Lincoln Christian College, Holly Zehr, 
for several helpful conversations contributing to the content of this essay and many kind comments 
concerning several drafts along the way. 
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ticularly avid reader of fantasy literature. In fact, my exposure to the 
genre beyond the writings of the four authors I will discuss today is vir
tually nonexistent. So this is not so much a Christian perspective on fan
tasy literature as it is an amateurish attempt at a Christian perspective on 
four fantasy writers (albeit four of the very best). Note especially that 
the reader will wait in vain for signs of impressive and definitive research 
in the appropriate sources to undergird a scholarly treatise on the sub
ject. I believe that my treatment is a serious one, and it may even be a 
professional one. I cannot pretend, and beg my reader not to assume, 
that it is an authoritative one. 

Second, take special notice that the subtitle promises "a Christian 
perspective on fantasy literature"—not "the Christian perspective." Part 
of the divine genius of Christian theology is its delightful ambiguity in so 
many dimensions of human life. Most issues we grapple with, most prob
lems we face, most questions we explore, are such that one will search in 
vain for the Christian perspective on them. Those who claim to know the 
mind of God—or even that there is the mind of God—in such issues are, 
I fear, often self-deceived or serving ulterior motives. Salvation by grace 
and freedom in Christ provide among their most precious assets the abil
ity and privilege to decide for ourselves how Christian truth and disci-
pleship responsibility play themselves out in much of our lives. What I 
offer in these pages is much more spiritual autobiography than it is sage 
instruction; at no level is it dogmatic assertion. I share my insights in the 
context of Christian love, and with the hope that they will benefit the 
reader somewhat in his or her own pilgrimage. 

If I have any qualification to write such a thesis at all, it rests in my cre
dentials as a professor and research scholar in the field of philosophy, with a 
special interest in what is often called "worldview studies." And so it is no 
accident that the approach I will be taking is a worldview approach. I am no 
expert in genre studies; I am no expert in literature or literary criticism; but 
worldview analysis I know. And that is where I will concentrate. 

A N INTRODUCTION TO FANTASY LITERATURE 

The Phenomenon of Fantasy Entertainment 

It is important to understand fantasy literature—particularly in its 
contemporary manifestation—as part of the much wider cultural phe-
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nomenon of fantasy entertainment. The phenomenal popularity of the 
recently released Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings movies is not sim
ply a reflection of the popularity of the books. In fact, surveys indicate 
that many, perhaps most, of the people who have seen Fellowship of the 
Ring, The Two Towers, and Return of the King have never read the 
books. (I think of the young lady at the end of my row when I first saw 
Fellowship who gasped as the movie ended, "That's it? It's over? But 
what happened to them?" I wept.) 

The attraction of these movies is primarily their place in the over
all fantasy entertainment phenomenon. From role-playing games like 
"Dungeons and Dragons" and "Vampire" to computer and video 
games like "EverQuest" and "Diablo" to live action role play organiza
tions like the Society for Creative Anachronism and Nero, millions of 
Americans, particularly teenagers and young adults, are deeply involved 
in worlds of make believe and "let's pretend" that engender fascination 
and preoccupation often bordering on compulsion. Last summer my 
daughter got married, and her wedding had a Medieval fantasy theme, 
complete with sword arch and court herald. Guests were invited and 
encouraged to come in period dress. Young people who read nothing 
else will spend hours engrossed in the latest tales of dragons and wiz
ards and magic spells that comprise one of the largest and most popular 
fiction sections of any bookstore. And, as the Beach Boys once sang 
about surfing, "It's not just a fad, 'cause it's been going on so long." 
We are looking here at a full-blown cultural phenomenon. Like rap 
music and SUVs, fantasy is here to stay. 

But what makes something fantasy? One very useful way to think 
about it is that it is a conglomeration of several cultural narrative ele
ments: folktales, legends, myths, and fairy tales. These four story types 
offer explanations for the world we live in on a progressive scale that 
takes us further away from the familiar and closer to the unknown.2 

2.1 do not pretend that the characterizations I give of these four story types are universally accept
ed and applied in discussions of literary genres. All four of these concepts are fluid and overlapping, 
and there is no consensus that I am aware of for their proper application. I offer the following descrip
tions as representations of the kinds of tasks typically accomplished by such stories, and present them 
primarily for comparative and instructive purposes. Put what labels you wish on them, there can be 
no doubt that these four levels of folk stories exist and function in much the way I describe. 
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Folktales generally tell us stories that are borderline believable but call 
on us to stretch our expectations just enough to allow nature and 
human nature to act in surprising ways. Legends require a suspension of 
disbelief that normalizes these surprising facets of life and transports us 
into a world so different from our own that we must constantly expect 
the unexpected. (For example, legends typically involve "larger than 
life" heroes who perform superhuman feats, such as Paul Bunyan or 
John Henry.) Myths introduce a vital connection between that 
unknown world and our own, offering explanations for our world—its 
physics, its morality, and its spirituality—grounded in the events of the 
other. Finally, fairy tales delight and mystify us with the idea that direct 
interaction between these two worlds is possible, and in fact occurs with 
some degree of regularity. 

Rolled all together, these narrative strains deliver us from the min
imalist, empiricist, scientistic, naturalistic bent that conceives of this 
world as (in computer parlance) the ultimate WYSIWYG—what you see 
is what you get. The fantasy phenomenon is a reminder—or, for many 
people, a first indication—that there is more in this world than is 
dreamed of in our science. It is the Romanticism of the late 20th and 
early 21st century, calling us away from the stuffiness of a "real world" 
that offers the soul no breathing room and into the great outdoors of 
spiritual and magical wonder, where words have unimaginable power 
and single choices change the course of history. 

Christians fear, and righdy so, that exposure to fantasy may influ
ence people to trust the wrong kind of spiritual reality. But as one who 
has spent most of his adult life immersed in the suffocating confines of 
academic and cultural naturalism, I for one rejoice when fantasy con
vinces us that there is a spiritual reality at all. I find it much easier to 
convince one who already believes in the supernatural that Jesus is the 
true God than to convince one steeped in naturalism that there is any 
supernatural truth at all. C.S. Lewis said that the most dramatic con
version he underwent was that from naturalism to theism—after that, 
the move to Christianity was almost anticlimactic.3 

3. Lewis tells the story of both stages of his conversion in Surprised by Joy: The Story of My Early 
Life (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1955). 
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The Art of Worldmaking 

Fantasy has its roots in the notion that there are other worlds, that 
reality is much bigger than our everyday experience. These worlds are 
accessible: we may visit them, and they may visit us. And we never know 
when such interaction will take place. Whether it's a wardrobe that 
empties out onto the Lantern Waste in Western Narnia4 or a Cherubim 
named "Proginoskes" fluttering in the Murry twins' vegetable garden,5 

one must always be on the lookout for signs of invasion and penetra
tion. The worlds do collide.6 

It is no wonder, then, that a key element in fantasy literature is the 
process of worldmaking, what Tolkien calls "subcreation."7 In order to 
sell us on the reality of fantasy, the nonnaturalistic world must be a nat
ural fit. The unbelievable must be made believable. The fantastic must 
appear workaday. This is one of the elements that separates truly great fan
tasy from mediocre and poor fantasy. The more a writer is enamored by 
the otherworldly drama and neglects the commonplace feel, the less suc
cessful will be the fantasy. Suspension of disbelief is required in order to 
step into the world of fantasy; it must not be required within the confines 
ofthat world. Tolkien's Middle Earth is the grandest example of world-
making in the history of fantasy literature. One of the reasons it is the 
undisputed paradigm is that we understand full well Sam's longing for the 
Shire, the warmth of Tom Bombadil's hearth, Frodo's clash of emotions 
over the fate of Gollum, and the power struggle between Aragorn and 
Boromir. These are real people in a real world, which just happens to con
tain wizards, elves, a Dark Lord, and trees that amass for battle. 

Worldmaking is central to fantasy. And the four authors I examine 
below are four of the best at it. But in order to appreciate the key points 
I will make, it is imperative to keep in mind that what perfects world-

4. From CS. Lewis, The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, Book I in The Chronicles of Narnia 
published in numerous editions, originally (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1950). 

5. From Madeline L'Engle, A Wind in the Door, book two of The Time Quartet (New York: 
Yearling, 1981). 

6. It is this fantasy perspective that caused my son-in-law to exclaim, when he saw a subterranean 
house built into the side of a hill outside McLean, Illinois, "Look, James—a Hobbit hole!" 

7. J.R.& Tolkien, "On Faerie Stories," anthologized in many places. See, for example, The 
Tolkien Reader (New York: Ballantine Books, 1989). 
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making is not simply the ability to imagine the fantastic; it is much more 
the ability to make the fantastic ordinary. This will be critically impor
tant because, as I will shortly argue, the particular trappings of a given 
fantasy world are ultimately irrelevant to a proper Christian evaluation 
of the literature. That is, when we ask how Christians are to think about 
a certain work of fantasy, one of the least important issues to consider is 
the exact makeup of the world in which the fantasy takes place. 

The Harry Potter Controversy 

It is safe to say that I would not even be publishing an essay on fan
tasy literature were it not for the Harry Potter craze that has swept this 
country and the world over the past several years and the controversy 
over it that has arisen in the church. The fanaticism over the books by 
British author J.K. Rowling reached unprecedented proportions last 
summer with the release of the fifth book in the series, Harry Potter and 
the Order of the Phoenix* Sales of the 875-page volume set records 
around the world. Perhaps the most amazing aspect of the Harry Potter 
phenomenon is that adolescent and préadolescent boys are reading the 
books with delight. It is safe to say that the fourth and fifth books, total
ing over 1500 pages, constitute more reading than many of those boys 
had done in their entire lives previously. Of all the feats of magic 
Rowling has conjured up, this may be her most impressive. 

Evangelical Christian reaction to Harry Potter has been wide and 
varied. Ringing endorsements from Christianity Todaf and Christian 
literary scholars such as Wheaton College's Alan Jacobs,10 as well as a 
more cautious but nonetheless favorable nod from culture and media 
critic Charles Colson11 are countered by scathing denunciations from 
many sides. After all, Harry Potter is a wizard! He works magic, sum
mons supernatural beings to do his bidding, attends classes on divination 

8. J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (New York: Scholastic Books, 2003). 

9. Editorial, "Why We Like Harry Potter," Christianity Today 44.1 (January 10, 2000) 37. 
Available on-line at www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2000/001/29.37.html. 

10. Alan Jacobs, "Harry Potter's Magic," First Things (January 2000) 35-38. Available on-line 
at print.firstthings.com/ftissues/ft0001/reviews/jacobs.html. 

11. Charles Colson, "Witches and Wizards: The Harry Potter Phenomenon," Breakpoint Com
mentary #91102 (11/02/1999). Available on-line after free registration at www.breakpoint.org. 
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and potions, wields a magic wand, and rides a broomstick. Isn't this 
obvious identification with all things occultic? Isn't this glorification of 
Satanism? How can anyone who wears the name of Christ possibly con
done such literature? Sure, the characters are delightful, the stories are 
intriguing, and the critical acclaim is nonstop. But does all that permit 
Christian indulgence? In the words of the title of Connie Neal's insight
ful study, What's a Christian to Do with Harry Potter?12 

It is my aim in the remainder of this essay to offer an answer to that 
question. The answer I offer will, no doubt, be controversial—any 
answer would. However, I hope to blunt the controversy to a great 
extent by getting to Harry Potter through the three most beloved 
Christian fantasy writers of our time: C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien, and 
Madeline L'Engle. I will make some key observations concerning their 
fantasy and compare their work to Rowling's. It is only fair that we 
allow the rules that govern our evaluation of the first three to dictate 
our evaluation of the fourth. 

Worldmakin£f and Worldview 

The careful reader may see the development of my essay so far to 
be rather ironic, if not just poorly planned. After all, I started off saying 
that I was not an expert on fantasy literature, but that I do know some
thing about worldviews, and that I intended to concentrate my atten
tions there. Then I spent the next several pages talking about fantasy lit
erature and saying nary a word concerning worldviews. Well, I intend 
to neutralize that irony now, and turn my focus to the issue of world-
view, especially as it relates to the central fantasy concept of worldmak-
ing. For reasons that will become apparent as we go along, I want to 
focus on four questions with each of our four fantasy writers, questions 
at the crossroads of worldmaking and worldview. 

The first of these is "What is the mythology?" This question asks 
us to identify the general conceptual framework of the fantasy world in 
question. That framework may be borrowed from ancient mythology, as 
in Tolkien and Lewis, or from contemporary culture, as in Rowling (or 
so I will argue!), or from an ingenious and disturbing interaction 
between the two, as in L'Engle. 

12. Connie Neal, Whan a Christian to Do with Harry Potter? (New York: Waterbrook, 2001). 
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The second question we will ask of these fantasies is "What is the 
place of Christian theology?" What place is made for central Christian 
themes, such as redemption, grace, forgiveness, and love? This question 
is natural to ask of Lewis, Tolkien, and L'Engle, all professing Christians 
whose nonfiction writings include explicit treatments of such Christian 
themes. But, as we will see, even Rowling, who professes no Christian 
faith, carves out a place in her worldmaking for themes that find their 
most natural theological locus at the foot of the cross. 

Third, I want to explore the question, "What is the foundation of 
ethics?" For reasons that will become clear as we examine the first two 
questions, this question will emerge as the key to the Christian evalua
tion of fantasy literature I wish to espouse. Ethics explores two related 
contrasts: good vs. evil and right vs. wrong. These ultimately have to do 
with what a person understands to be of utmost importance and how 
the value priorities that stem from that judgment affect decision making 
and action. I will argue that the question, "What must I do?" and the 
answers offered to it drive most of what will be worthwhile (or worth
less) in a work of fantasy. 

The final question is, "What does any of this matter?" I will wait 
to answer this question of the three Christian authors until I have 
answered the first three for each of them. The answer we arrive at to this 
question will then drive much of what I have to say about Harry Potter 
in our closing moments. 

C S . LEWIS AND THE CHRONICLES OF NARNIA 

The Chronicles of Narnia are among the most popular and beloved 
children's books in the English language. They are also among the most 
religiously profound, seething as they do with powerful Christian 
imagery on practically every page. And I must confess up front that, of 
all the works we will examine in this essay, these are by far my favorite. 
From Tumnus the Fawn in book 1 to Jewel the Unicorn in book 7, the 
mythical creatures and talking animals of this magical land delight the 
imagination and enrich the soul. 

But we come to analyze Lewis, not to praise him. So how do the 
Chronicles fare in response to our four questions? Regarding mytholo
gy, our best pronouncement is that it is eclectic ancient mythology. By 
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this I mean that Lewis is happy to borrow from a variety of ancient 
sources to build his fantasy world. He takes centaurs, satyrs, and dryads 
from Greek mythology, dwarfs and elves from Norse mythology, wiz
ards from Celtic mythology, and even dragons and giant serpents from 
Chinese mythology. Narnia is, perhaps, the nearest manifestation to that 
archetypal world that G.K. Chesterton called "Elfland."13 In fact, Lewis 
scholar Christopher Mitchell tells us that this is the main reason for 
Tolkien's famous dislike of the Chronicles. "Tolkien was a purist and 
Lewis would mix certain fantasy elements together in a way that Tolkien 
would never think of doing."14 

But more important for our purposes are the kinds of mythic ele
ments Lewis was willing to put in his stories. He did not limit himself to 
(seemingly) innocuous mythical creatures like fawns, satyrs, centaurs, and 
unicorns. He also brought in gods, demigods, soothsayers, and wizards. 
In Prince Caspian, the great celebration at the end of the book is led by 
none other than Bacchus, the Roman god of wine, and an unnamed river 
god converses with Asian, the Christ figure of the stories. 

So Lewis's mythology is eclectic ancient, but it is also religious, 
mystical, and magical. Narnia does not simply have a different astrono
my and a different physics. It also has a different ontology, one that is 
broader and more inclusive than much of conservative Christianity 
would be comfortable with. However, the Christian theology of the 
Narnia books is explicit and overt. Neither the sacrificial death of Asian 
on the stone table in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe nor his sub
sequent resurrection are subtle. The manifestation of Asian as a lamb 
cooking fish on the beach at the end of The Voyage of the Dawn Treader 
is likewise unmistakable symbolism. 

But Lewis's theology is also such that many Christians would find 
some elements of it disturbing if they looked closely enough. He explic
itly endorses a very liberal conception of religious inclusivism in Asian's 

13. G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy, chapter 4. Originally published in 1908 and in many editions 
since. One very fine recent edition is G.K Chesterton, Orthodoxy, foreword by Philip Yancey 
(Colorado Springs: Shaw, 2001). The text of the book is also available on-line at 
http://www.ccel.Org/c/chesterton/orthodoxy/orthodoxy.html. 

14. John Ryan Duncan, The Magic Never Ends: The Life and Work of CS. Lewis (Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2001) 117. 
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acceptance of the Calormene officer Emeth in The Last Battle.1* His 
glimpses into what Asian does and does not know, what he can and can
not do, suggest something akin to the open theism that has so many 
conservative evangelical Christians upset these days. 

One of the main reasons it is so easy to overlook the dimensions of 
Lewis's mythology and theology that may give us pause is because of 
what he does with the third of our questions, the role of ethics. The 
ethics of Narnia is what a moral philosopher would call "Natural Law," 
the understanding that there is a truth about right and wrong that is as 
accessible to human investigation as are the truths of science and arith
metic. Lewis does not believe that genuine moral knowledge can come 
only from a proper knowledge of God, quite the opposite. Knowledge 
of right and wrong is so apparent to the discerning individual that one 
who transgresses, regardless of theological awareness, is undoubtedly 
without excuse. 

In his foundational apologetica! work, Mere Christianity, Lewis 
refers to this moral truth as the "moral law" and the "law of nature."16 

In The Abolition of Man he calls it by the unashamedly Eastern moniker, 
"the Tao"17 Lewis biographer George Sayer observes: "The Narnia sto
ries show a complete acceptance of the Tao, of the traditional and con
ventional moral code. Humanity, courage, loyalty, honesty, kindness, 
and unselfishness are virtues."18 

Moral decisions in the Chronicles are often debated in terms of 
their practical implications. However, they are never settled by appeal to 
some special or divinely provided insight. The difference between right 
and wrong is, for the most part, taken for granted, and understood as 
something that any careful observer should be able to discern. It is not 
a puzzle that requires religious insight to solve. In fact, it is the obvious 
nature of right and wrong that is the salvation of the pagan Emeth, 

15. Lewis advocates the doctrine of inclusivism, the view that it is possible for one to be saved 
through Christ without explicitly embracing the Christian religion many places in his writings. See 
my essay "'For All Find What They Truly Seek': C.S. Lewis and Religious Inclusivism," unpub
lished and available on-line at http://www.lccs.edu/~jsennett/lewis.htm. 

16. C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001) chs. 1-5. 

17. C.S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001). 

18. Duncan, The Magic Never Ends, 110. 
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mentioned above. Despite the evil commands of Emeth's own god 
Tash, he lives what he understands to be a life in obedience to Tash, 
which is in reality a life in obedience to the Tao. 

But recall that ethics is not just about right and wrong; it is also 
about good and evil. And it is at this dimension that ethics and theolo
gy merge. The concepts of good and evil elevate ethics to a cosmic 
plane. That which is right and wrong in mundane living is inextricably 
tied to that which is good and evil in the world of spiritual warfare. And 
it is at this level that Emeth's commitment to the Tao actually saves him. 
When Asian tells him that his service to Tash has been reckoned as ser
vice to Asian, Emeth mistakenly understands this to mean that Tash and 
Asian are one. To this idea the great lion responds: 

Not because he and I are one, but because we are opposites, I take to me 
the services which thou hast done to him, for I and he are of such different 
kinds that no service which is vile can be done to me, and none which is 
not vile can be done to him. Therefore, if any man swear by Tash and keep 
his oath for the oath's sake, it is by me that he has truly sworn, though he 
know it not, and it is I who reward him. And if any man do a cruelty in my 
name, then though he says the name of Asian, it is Tash whom he serves 
and by Tash his deed is accepted.19 

Lewis's message here is unmistakable. In a very important sense, 
advocacy of the right moral message just is advocacy of the right theolo
gy. This preeminence of behavior over belief is one that disturbs our con
servative theological sensitivities, but it stands in a tradition stretching 
back to the OT prophets and their announcement of God's preference for 
mercy over sacrifice. It also echoes in the contrast between 1 Corinthians 
7 with 1 Corinthians 15. In the latter, the Apostle Paul is willing to dis
cuss the validity of the resurrection of Jesus as a matter of disagreement 
among Christian brothers. But in the former he pronounces unequivocal 
condemnation on the man who is living with his stepmother as a violation 
of the Tao so clear that "not even the pagans do this." 

In the Chronicles of Narnia, then, Lewis employs an eclectic 
mythology, replete with magic and mysticism that would, from any 
other author, undoubtedly disturb the sensitivities of many conservative 
Christians. Furthermore, he weaves an explicit theology through the 

19. CS. Lewis, The Last Baule (New York: Collier, 1970) 165. 
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books, one that is at times unmistakable in its Christian orthodoxy and 
at other times equally unmistakable in its controversial pronounce
ments. And despite a framework of pagan mythology and a background 
of contentious theology, Lewis presents us with an unambiguous and 
clear moral message through which the truth of Christian theology 
shines. It is this clear, unambiguous commitment to right and wrong with 
its implications for good and evil, that constitute the true power of the 
Narnia tales. One can be uncomfortable with the mythology and 
unsure about the theology, but still commit wholeheartedly to the 
power of the ethics. And this, I believe, is what most of us do. 

MADELINE L ' E N G L E ' S TIME QUARTET 

While most Christians have at least a passing acquaintance with 
Lewis's Chronicles, Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, and Rowling's Harry 
Potter novels, it is quite likely that there are many who have little if any 
familiarity with the fantasy of Madeline L'Engle. If you are in that boat, 
I cannot urge you strongly enough to get out of it. Though a great 
many Christian authors have produced a great deal of fantasy literature 
over the past forty years, most of it is, to put it charitably, embarrass
ingly bad. (Two notable exceptions are Calvin Miller and Walter 
Wangerin—two more names that should be much more familiar to 
Christian lovers of literature than they are.) But the undisputed cham
pion of quality Christian fantasy in the post-Inkling era is the American 
novelist and essayist Madeline L'Engle. 

Her fourfold chronicles of the Murry family begin with her most 
famous book, A Wrinkle in Time, winner of the Newbery Medal for 1963 
as the best children's book of the year. It continues with my personal 
favorite, A Wind in the Door (featuring the aforementioned Proginoskes, 
known to his friends as "Progo"), then A Swiftly Tilting Planet, and 
finally Many Waters. This Time Quartet™ as it has come to be known, 
differs from the Narnia and Middle Earth tales in some striking ways. 
Primary among these differences is the fact that the stories are not set 
in a fantasy world but in contemporary America. Unlike the Pevensie 

20. Reprinted in a boxed set from Yearling Boob 1981. 
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children, the Murry children do not go to the magic; rather, the magic 
comes to them. 

In these stories the ordinary is invaded by the extraordinary. 
Reality is flooded with fantasy. For this reason, I identify L'Engle's 
mythology as magical realism. Now, I must confess that I could not find 
a single study that listed L'Engle as a magical realist author. However, 
the label seems strikingly appropriate. The reader of these books expe
riences an uneasiness that is not present in the insulated worlds of 
Narnia and Middle Earth, an ontological violation that forces one to 
juxtapose the fantastic and the ordinary, the magical and the mundane. 

One of the reasons "magical realism" may not be a completely 
appropriate designation is that the magic in these books is often given a 
highly scientific cast. In the first book the children depart on an inter-
galactic search for their father, traversing hyperspace via the four-dimen
sional space-theoretical maneuver known as a tesserati, the "wrinkle in 
time" that gives the book its name. In A Wind in the Door the children 
cure Charles Wallace of a serious disease centered in his mitochondrial 
DNA. But these scientific trappings frame undeniably magical ele
ments—the powers of the witches in the first book, the shrinking of the 
children in the second, and Charles Wallace's indiscriminate time travel 
in the third—correspond to no theoretical physics currently advocated. 
The science merely serves to justify the "realism" in the label "magical 
realism." It does not veto the label's appropriateness. No wonder 
L'Engle's works alone are often bestowed with that wonderfully oxy-
moronic designation "science fantasy." 

So the mythology of L'Engle's books is magical realism. What 
about the theology? In L'Engle's own words, "The theology is down 
deep. It's not there unless you look for it."21 So, unlike the explicit 
Christian theology of the Chronicles of Narnia, the theology of the 
Time Quartet is implicit, subtle, understated. However, its unassuming 
nature does not render it innocuous. Again, I quote L'Engle: "At the 
time I wrote Wrinkle, I was struggling with theology. I found much of 
'Christian' theology narrow, restrictive, and dogmatic. It limited God. I 

21. Madeline L'Engle, Herself: Reflections on a Writing Life, compiled by Carole F. Chase 
(Colorado Springs: Shaw Books, 2001) 77. 
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did not want my God shackled."22 Much in the Time Quartet gives one 
pause concerning its theological implications. L'Engle's critics have 
found indications of New Age theology, universalism, pantheism, and 
other disturbing doctrines in her fantasy, and the charges are not alto
gether unfounded. Like Lewis, L'Engle seems to propound a theology 
that transgresses much of what is dear to conservative Christianity. 

But again, L'Engle's mythology and theology are overshadowed 
by her approach to ethics. However, unlike Lewis's concentration on 
the knowledge of right and wrong centered on the Tao, L'Engle's focus 
is on good and evil on a cosmic scale. The moral foundation of The Time 
Quartet is nothing short of spiritual warfare in its most literal sense. 
From the subcellular world of A Wind in the Door to the astronomical 
world of A Wrinkle in Time the Murry children encounter head on the 
spiritual forces that define the moral reality of the universe. The bodi
less, heardess brain known simply as "IT," which imprisons Mr. Murry, 
and the Echthroi inhabiting Charles Wallace's ailing body serve to 
assure us at the depth of our being that good and evil are not simply 
issues of human interest or cultural preference. They are the genuine 
fabric of reality, with the physical providing mere costuming for the 
eternal drama. 

Because its magical realistic setting places this drama squarely in our 
everyday world, L'Engle manages—in a way neither Tolkien nor Lewis 
can—to confront the scientific naturalism and moral relativism that 
define post-Darwinian Western civilization. The visitor to Narnia or 
Middle Earth can muse, "Well, this battle of good and evil stuff is all just 
fine for Cair Paravel and the Shire. But once I close the book and head 
out the back door, the world of microprocessors and minivans reminds 
me that right and wrong are, in the end, little more than predilection and 
partiality." These books are, in a way, too much fantasy. But L'Engle 
allows no self-deception. There is no world to which we escape for inti
mations of immortality and from which we escape for the comforts of 
conventionality. The magic is right here—in our vegetable garden, in the 
pantry off the kitchen. L'Engle is "in your face" morality that will not 
grant us the luxury of waking suddenly to find it all a dream. 

22. Ibid. 
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The mythologies of Lewis and L'Engle are separated by millennia 
and oceans. Their theology differs in emphasis (the former explicit, the 
latter implicit), though they share a penchant for heterodoxy that will 
trouble the careful conservative reader. Nonetheless, both immerse their 
fantasy in a moral cast that rivets us to the story and reminds us of a truth 
we know down in our souls and deep in the darkness of sleepless nights: 
right and wrong are clearly different, and that difference is carved in let
ters as deep as a spear on the surface of the stone table at Asian's How. 
It is the difference that separates heaven from hell, comedy from tragedy, 
Narnia from Calormen. It is the difference between good and evil, and 
it is real, the most real thing in the universe. It is a difference that shocks 
us out of naïveté and into serious commitment. But it is also a difference 
that turns our mourning into dancing, for in recognizing the reality of 
the difference, we also recognize the superiority and ultimate victory of 
the good. L'Engle says of her writing A Wrinkle in Time: "It was . . . my 
affirmation of a universe in which I could take note of all the evil and 
unfairness and horror, and yet believe in a loving Creator."23 

J.R.R. TOLKIEN'S LORD OF THE RINGS 

We turn now to the undisputed champion of worldmaking, John 
Ronald Reuel Tolkien. Those astounded at the intricacy and detail of 
the geography, history, politics and aesthetics of Middle Earth displayed 
in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings do not know half the story. Only 
by devouring The Silmarilliony the monumental mythopoetic prequel to 
the Hobbit tales—a task for none but the staunchest Tolkienophile— 
can one truly appreciate the extent of the master's genius. It is little 
wonder that Middle Earth is a virtual cottage industry, spawning every 
fantasy-related commercial product from video games to working repli
cas of "Sting," Bilbo's elf-forged, ore-detecting rapier. 

The mythology of Tolkien's fantasy is the most easily identifiable. 
Because of his aforementioned purist attitude toward worldmaking, Tol
kien sticks pretty closely to a well-defined Norse/Celtic mythology. (The 
combination can, nonetheless, be purist, since the latter mythology is 
heavily influenced—historically and conceptually—by the former.) 

23. Ibid., 136. 
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There can be no doubt that Tolkien's mythology dominates his 
storytelling in far greater ways than that of Lewis or L'Engle. And for 
this reason (among others) the role of Christian theology is propor
tionately diminished. What is for Lewis an explicit vehicle for theologi
cal reflection and for L'Engle an implicit aroma of celestial truth 
becomes for Tolkien a whispered subtext of biblical themes, easily 
ignored by those desiring only the thrill of the adventure or the en
nobling gallantry. It is possible to read Tolkien for sheer enjoyment and 
escape in ways that are unavailable in Lewis or L'Engle. The latter call 
us too quickly to a consideration of deeper truth. Tolkien's stories, like 
the parables of Jesus, offer truth for those who seek it, but do not com
pel the attention of those merely interested in a pretty narrative. 

Despite these key differences, the mythology and theology of 
Tolkien's works bears a crucial similarity to those already discussed. 
Again we encounter in Tolkien elements of both that should be dis
turbing to the conservative sentiment bent on heresy detection. Gandalf 
is, after all, a wizard. His confrontation with Saruman so vividly depict
ed in the film version of The Fellowship of the King bears striking resem
blance to the descriptions of the wizards' duel between Harry and Lord 
Voldemort in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. Furthermore, Tolkien's 
mythology is unapologetically pagan in a way that aligns it closely with 
Wiccan practices of the present day. It is ironic, in fact, that the Harry 
Potter books are so often accused of endorsing a Wiccan worldview 
when the mythology that permeates Tolkien is the exact historical soil 
from which this modern day witchcraft sprang. 

Theological infelicities in Tolkien are, as we would expect, far more 
subde and far less detectable. But they are there. One big one is the 
seemingly intentional absence of any hope of eternal life. The mortality 
of humans and hobbits is repeatedly contrasted to the immortality of 
elves in ways that only make sense if the inhabitants of Middle Earth are 
assuming no personal survival of any kind.24 Furthermore, Sam is con-

24. The Silmarillion (J.R.R. Tolkien, The Silmarillion [ed. Christopher Tolkien; Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1977] passim, but esp. 104-105) indicates that humans at least will enjoy some 
form of life after death, a feature of human life which the elves covet. However, even if this is the case, 
it is clear that the humans are unaware of this fact, and in any case there can be no dispute that the 
mortality of human life is a major sobering factor in The Lord of the Kings. There is no hope of life 
after death among humans or hobbits that provides any motivation for decisions and actions. 
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stantly concerned about the way in which his and Frodo's adventures 
will be remembered in legendary song, apparently the only hope for 
immortality this thoroughly pagan worldview affords. 

But again such mythological and theological disturbances are not 
(and should not be) the focus of typical evaluations of Tolkien's work, 
largely because of the dominant and powerful role of ethics in the 
books. I would label the ethics of Middle Earth "the pagan scale of 
virtues." I borrow this term from classical and Renaissance studies, 
where it is used to refer to that body of characteristics, the development 
of which was understood by the ancient Greeks and Romans to define 
the moral imperative of cultured gentlemen. The scale was resurrected 
by the Renaissance humanists in an effort to rescue moral philosophy 
from an often debilitating identification with the artificial piety 
espoused by late Medieval Catholicism. 

In order fully to describe the ethics of Middle Earth, the pagan 
scale of virtues should probably be supplemented with a healthy dose of 
Medieval chivalry. However it is defined, one point is clear. The list of 
virtues espoused by this pagan tradition reads like the table of contents 
for book II of Lewis's Mere Christianity—in other words, it is simply a 
catalog of the Tao. The virtues listed by Sayer above—humanity, 
courage, loyalty, honesty, kindness, and unselfishness—are as much at 
home in Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics or Castiglione's Book of the 
Courtier as they are in Solomon's Proverbs or the Sermon on the 
Mount. Once again, the uncompromising message that there is a dif
ference between right and wrong (which can and will call for sacrifice 
from us) supplies these fantasies with the power that makes them must-
reads for the Christian intent on incorporating his aesthetic sensitivities 
into a holistic discipleship. 

And, once again, this insistence on universal, objective right and 
wrong finds its grounding in the universal, objective fact of good and 
evil tied to questions of origin, fall, and redemption. Boromir's attempt
ed betrayal of Frodo is not simply a violation of the Courtier's code. It 
is a devastating window of opportunity for the forces of pure evil to 
invade and occupy the hearts and intentions of the Fellowship. Proper 
behavior is not an end in itself; it is a weapon (both offensive and defen
sive) against all that is vile and corrupt at the very heart of reality. 
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W H A T DIFFERENCE D O E S T H I S MAKE? 

I stated that four questions would drive my analysis of these works 
of fantasy. We have explored the first three, relating to mythology, the
ology, and ethics. It is now time to answer the fourth question. For 
Lewis, L'Engle, and Tolkien I suggest that with regard to the mytholo
gy (to a great extent) and the theology (to a somewhat lesser extent) the 
answer to this question is, "Not really a whole lot." 

In other words, for all the focus on worldmaking, the mythology 
of these works is ironically irrelevant. It is for the most part staging, win
dow dressing, backdrop. In a way this conclusion, ironic though it is, 
could have been anticipated from my earlier observations concerning 
the key requirement of worldmaking, believability, and coherence. A 
common purpose of subcreation is the provision of an unusual setting 
in order to highlight dimensions of reality that would, in more familiar 
surroundings, be easily lost. So it is, in retrospect, no wonder that, once 
these worlds have provided the stage upon which the real drama is to be 
performed, they fade into the background that they essentially are. A 
symphony excellendy performed draws our attention to the richness of 
the music, not the skill of the musicians or the instrumental composi
tion of the orchestra. 

So we are rightly unconcerned with Lewis's soothsayers, L'Engle's 
witches, and Tolkien's wizards. They are of no more concern for us than 
Glenda the Good Witch from the Wizard of Oz or the necromancy and 
divination utilized in Charles Dickens' beloved classic, A Christmas 
Carol. One who would condemn these works for their employment of 
occultic apparati reveals a pitiable lack of aesthetic discernment that can 
lead nowhere but to personal and spiritual impoverishment. 

I noted that the theology of these works is irrelevant to a lesser 
degree than the mythology. A better (not to mention politically fash
ionable) way to put this would be to say that the theology is marginal
ized. It plays a more important role than the mythology in that it is only 
because of the theological commitments of these authors that they 
understand the moral challenges of their works to be worth the effort 
or to have the ultimate import that they do. Nonetheless, the theology 
can be shoved to one side in two different ways. First, the theological 
question marks raised by some of their less-than-orthodox views can be 
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noted but bracketed, playing as they do no decisive role in the identifi
cation of proper response to the threats of cosmic evil. 

Second, the commitment to a Tao conception of both the reality and 
the discernibility of right and wrong that these writers share enables us to 
distinguish the ontological necessity of theology to ground morality from 
the epistemological freedom to recognize moral truth without depending 
on theological insight. One unaware or unconvinced of the pronounce
ments of Christian faith can nonetheless be attracted to the commitment 
these works display to an identifiable normative realism. C.S. Lewis has 
argued convincingly that even though morality is dependent on theology 
for its existence (if there were no God, there would be no right and 
wrong), it is not dependent on theology for its identification (one need 
not know that there is a God in order to know right from wrong).25 

True, in order to reap the full worldview benefit of encounter with 
these works, we must be able and willing to go beyond the recognition 
of right and wrong to a recognition of the cosmic distinction between 
good and evil that lies behind them. It is part of the genius of these 
works that they so persuasively call us to make that move, and in so 
doing provide us with insight into the moral fabric of the universe, a 
glimpse at effective ways to ponder the problem of evil, and a frame
work in which we can abandon naturalism with its attendant sentimen
talist interpretations of morality and believe in a universe that cares how 
we behave. But even this significant move from morality to ontology 
does not require sophisticated theological commitments like those 
involved in a full embracing of Christian truth. 

The answer to our fourth question lies in this identification with 
the Tao and its implications for the spiritual warfare that defines the uni
verse in which we live. This is precisely what, in all of this, matters. In 
an age when it is most natural to think of moral pronouncements as 
expressions of cultural norm, individual sentiment, or emotional 
response, when any suggestion in polite company that a value judgment 
might be more than personal opinion is met with incredulous confusion 
at best and fearful suspicion at worst, these works shake us out of our 

25. C.S. Lewis, "On Ethics," in God in the Dock: Essay on Theology and Ethics fed. Walter 
Hooper; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970). 
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toleration-induced stupor and wake us up to what we've known all 
along. Some things are right; some things are wrong. Some people are 
good; some people are evil. 

W H A T ' S A CHRISTIAN TO D O WITH HARRY POTTER? 

So we turn our attention at last to the little British orphan who has 
everyone in an uproar. Harry Potter, late of Privet Drive, Surrey; Seeker 
for the Gryffindor House Quidditch team, and hero of one of the most 
popular series of children's books in history. Connie Neal asks us, 
"What's a Christian to do with Harry Potter?" I want us to consider this 
question from the standpoint of the journey we have just taken through 
Christian fantasy literature and the conclusions we have drawn. 

The first answer those conclusions suggest for us is: "Don't 
panic!"26 By far the number one issue that gets Christians upset is 
Rowling's worldmaking: she's created a world of witches and wizards 
and ghosts and magic. We have already uncovered two big reasons why 
this should not be a source of panic. First of all, the heroes of Christian-
fantasy created worlds with similar quasi-occultic elements. If we have 
not panicked over the magical powers of Gandalf or the fortune-telling 
of Roonwit the Centaur (and most of us have not), then there is little 
reason for us to panic over Potter. But second, and more important, we 
have seen the ironic irrelevance of mythology in fantasy. Its primary pur
pose is to create a stage for performance, and then (like any good set 
design) to fade into the background and allow the story to take over. 

My "don't panic" message might receive one legitimate criticism, 
however. While Lewis, L'Engle, and Tolkien all employ magical ele
ments in their stories, Rowling creates a world whose most fundamen
tal principle is magic. In other words, one could argue that the wizardry 
in the former is peripheral, while for the Harry Potter novels it is foun
dational and defining of everything that goes on. Because of this admit
ted difference, we need to look more closely at the mythology here to 
determine if it should be a cause of concern. 

26. To borrow a slogan from yet another fantasy literature series, with far less theological or 
moral import (to say the least!), Douglas Adams, Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy (New York: 
Ballantine Books, 1995). 
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The Mythology, Theology, and Ethics of Harry Potter 

So what can we say about the mythology of Harry Potter? Is it 
occultici The answer to this question must be "no," and for one very sim
ple and obvious reason, yet a reason almost universally overlooked by 
Potter naysayers. Occultic concerns—at least in the guise that the church 
understands and fears them—are essentially tied to demonology and 
Satan worship. Yet the 2500-plus pages of the first five Harry Potter 
books contain not a single mention of Satan or demons or hell or any such 
thing. In fact, the Potter books are surprisingly secular in their outlook. 
Almost no indication of any spiritual dimension behind the magic occurs. 
Even the occasional appearance of ghosts is almost exclusively for comic 
relief and carries not the slightest hint of supernatural hanky-panky. 

So if the mythology is not occultic, what is it? Here's just a short 
list of what we find in the books: witches on broomsticks, potions mixed 
in caldrons, werewolves, vampires, hexes, jinxes, charms, owls, black 
cats, ghosts, goblins, trolls, and giants. And Tolkien thought Lewis 
mixed mythologies! Rowling has simply taken every element of the 
scary stories we tell at slumber parties and around campfires and rolled 
them into one big world. And we do that ourselves, in one big annual 
cultural ritual. The mythology of Harry Potter is the mythology of 
"ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggedy beasties and things that go 
bump in the night." It is the mythology of Halloween. 

Now, I realize that for many, perhaps most, of the critics of Harry 
Potter, this revelation will not ease their discomfort or still their voices. 
After all, a virtual cottage industry of anti-Halloween sentiment resides 
within the church. But I, for one, have always been baffled at such ran
cor. After all, far from promoting belief in witches and goblins and such 
like, contemporary celebrations of Halloween tend much more to 
ridicule and dismiss such belief. 

True, such celebrations originated in a culture of belief and were 
designed to keep the evil at bay via mockery (which is, by the way, the most 
effective method for dealing with a Boggart). But today we don the masks 
and utter the moans and string the jack-o-lanterns precisely because we 
don*t believe in such things and find them quaint. (CS. Lewis points out 
that we don't burn witches anymore, not because we don't believe witch
es should be burned, but because we don't believe there are any such 

49 



SCJ 7 (Spring, 2004): 29-56 

things as witches!27) Suffice it to say that, if the mythology of Harry Potter 
is Halloween rather than Occult, that significantly changes the power of 
most criticism raised against it. The trappings of the book become instant
ly more innocuous, more playful, less threatening. And that, I believe, is 
precisely Rowling's intention and our proper response. 

What about the theology of Harry Potter? Is there theology to 
Harry Potter? J.K. Rowling is not a Christian, not a serious one, any
way. In a recent interview she responded to the question, "Do you go 
to church? " with the thoroughly modern response, "Well, yes, for wed
dings and funerals I'll go."28 However, in the same interview, she con
fessed a rather firm belief in God and in some form of providence 
(which, for an educated British subject in the 21st century is pretty 
remarkable in itself). And she also confessed a firm ¿«belief in magic. 
She thinks the Harry Potter books are make-believe. 

Nonetheless, I would argue that there is Christian theology in the 
Potter books, or at least what we might call an incipient Christian theol
ogy. One of the most remarkable instances concerns one of the great mys
teries of the book: how Harry managed to survive a direct assault by the 
Dark Lord Voldemort when he was just a year old. Though the full story 
is yet to be revealed, Harry has been told by his great master Dumbledore 
that it was because of his mother's sacrificial act: she offered her own life 
to Voldemort in exchange for Harry's. Because Voldemort killed her, he 
did not have the power then to renege on the bargain and kill Harry, too. 
When he tried, his spell rebounded on him and so depleted his power that 
his hold on the wizarding world was broken for many years to come. This 
theme of voluntary sacrifice having redemptive and salvific power should 
resonate well in the ears of any follower of Jesus. 

This brings us to what has been the crucial question in our exam
ination of fantasy literature: what is the foundation of ethics? And here 
it is clear and unarguable that Rowling's novels are explicitly and un-
apologetically committed to the Tao conception of objective and dis
cernible morality that permeates and drives the other works considered 

27. Lewis, Mere Christianity, 14. 

28. "J.K. Rowling Interview," CBC Newsworld http://www.cbc.ca/programs/sites/hottype_ 
rowlingcomplete.html, accessed March 14,2003. 
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in this essay. In their editorial endorsement of the books, Christianity 
Today cited as the primary reason for their recommendation that 
"Rowling's series is a Book of Virtues with a préadolescent funny bone. 
Amid the laugh-out-loud scenes are wonderful examples of compassion, 
loyalty, courage, friendship, and even self-sacrifice."29 

Rowling's books include an undisputed dividing line between right 
and wrong—and all the right things are on the right sides of that line. 
Potter and his friends are dedicated to the virtues Christianity Today 
notes, as well as all the corollaries we would expect: honesty, commit
ment, promise-keeping, and the like. True, Harry does not always live up 
to these ideals. Without a doubt the second most common complaint 
about these books (a distant second to the alleged occultic endorsement) 
is that Harry Potter and his friends do not exemplify good moral char
acter. They break school rules, deceive their teachers and classmates, 
and routinely get into good old-fashioned mischief. But what préado
lescent children don't? 

A fair reading of the books reveals not a pack of scoundrels, but a 
band of good kids who sometimes cross lines, even then often for moral
ly laudatory motives. Besides, as Wheaton College literary and cultural 
critic Alan Jacobs points out, "Harry's tendency to bypass or simply flout 
the rules is a matter of moral concern for him: he wonders and worries 
about the self-justifications he offers, and often doubts not just his abil
ities but his virtue."30 That is to say, Harry struggles with conflicting 
intuitions, one pulling him toward his moral convictions and one pulling 
him toward his self-serving aims. In other words, Harry is human. 

Harry contrasts sharply with his number one nemesis at Hogwarts, 
fellow student and bully extraordinaire, Draco Malfoy. Malfoy is stereo
typical in his villainy. He cheats, lies, hurts, and insults with aplomb. He 
displays no wavering of commitment, none of the inconsistency with 
which Harry struggles routinely. The juxtaposition of the two hammers 
home a critical, yet often overlooked, lesson concerning moral charac
ter. Consistency is a false virtue; the fallen nature of humans guarantees 
that the only opportunity we have for consistency is to be consistently 

29. Editorial, "Why We Like Harry Potter," 37. 

30. Jacobs, "Harry Potter's Magic," 36. 
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bad, consistently wrong. If we desire to be good at all, if we desire virtue 
at all, we must be willing to settle for inconsistency. We must settle for 
struggle, and all-too-common failure. And we must not be discouraged 
or tempted to abandon the quest because of it. 

Harry Potter is no golden saint of impeccable virtue, and I'm glad 
he isn't. He's just an ordinary kid who knows the difference between 
right and wrong, and in his heart of hearts and on his better days desires 
to be good. As such, he's someone children—and adults—can be 
inspired by and can want to be like, can believe they can be like. The 
Christianity Today passage quoted above is followed by the words, a No 
wonder young readers want to be like these believable characters." 

Two significant points are contained in this statement. First, the 
principle protagonists—Harry and his two best friends Hermione 
Granger and Ron Weasley—are believable. Hermione's "miss goody-
two-shoes" tendencies notwithstanding, all three of these children walk 
the line between conviction and expediency just described. (In fact, the 
case can be made that Harry represents the precarious balance on the 
fence between the two, with Hermione providing the impetus toward 
conviction and Ron the impetus toward expediency that keep him per
fectly poised on the dividing line.) And, because they all face the same 
struggle, they are real enough that we can identify with them and 
understand what it would be like to be them. 

Second, they are not just believable, but desirable. We don't just 
believe we can be like them; we want to be like them. They are attrac
tive and inspiring. No one wants to be Draco, even less his goon toad
ies Crabbe and Goyle. It is clear who the heroes are, and they are lik
able heroes. 

Like all the other works examined in this essay, the Harry Potter 
novels do not deal with ethics simply on the level of right and wrong, of 
decision making and action. Throughout the books decisions for right 
and wrong have more fundamental consequences in the realm of good 
and evil. Evil is embodied in the Dark Lord Voldemort, who delivers 
through his servant Quirrell the following message to Harry: "There is 
no good and evil; there is only power, and those too weak to seek it."31 

Also, in a passage remarkably reminiscent of Asian's explanation for his 

31. J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone (New York: Scholastic, 1997) 291. 
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resurrection in The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe, Dumbledore tells 
Harry at the end of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, "When 
one wizard saves another wizard's life, it creates a certain bond between 
them. . . . This is magic at its deepest, its most impenetrable, Harry." 

Right and wrong have implications for the very development of the 
world around us. They are not just matters of opinion, preference, or sen
timent. They are intimately real, and therefore of utmost importance. 

But What about the Magici 

The magic in Rowling's novels is not an issue of critical concern 
for a variety of reasons. First, the utilization of magical and even quasi-
occultic themes has a long and rich tradition in some of the most 
beloved literature the world has ever produced. Ghosts, witches, and 
the like are not infrequent participants in the plots of Shakespeare. We 
have already mentioned Dickens's A Christmas Caroland Frank Baum's 
The Wizard ofOz. It is telling that Christians concerned with the witch
craft motif of the Harry Potter novels have seldom expressed similar 
concerns for these classics. 

Second, some of the most beloved fantasy of the last century has 
been produced by Christian writers with explicitly or implicitly Christian 
aims: Lewis, L'Engle, and Tolkien. Across the board these works utilize 
trappings of witchcraft and magic. Token opposition has appeared to 
these works within the Christian community. Opposition to L'Engle 
leads the pack with Tolkien close behind and Lewis a distant third. 
However, many Christians are scared to death of Harry Potter, yet 
delight in their children's love for Narnia and Middle Earth. My prima
ry thesis in this essay is that this delight is justified despite the quasi-
occultic feel of the books and that the principles that justify that delight 
also justify delight in the Harry Potter books. 

My third point we have already seen several times: the ironic irrel
evance of worldmaking in the evaluation of fantasy literature. Once 
again, as fascinating as the details of the subcreation are, they necessar
ily and appropriately take a back seat very quickly to the issues of plot 
development for which they are intended to provide a relief. 

Fourth, to repeat, the ironic fact is that the Harry Potter books are 
actually quite secular in their outlook. No explicit reference to or con
cern for supernatural issues is penned, nor mention of God, Satan, 
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demons, angels, spiritual warfare, immortality, or any such thing.32 In 
fact, the treatment of magic in the books is reminiscent of the treatment 
of science in the modern world. It is an effective and manageable way 
of manipulating the world around us. 

In the second quarter of the 20th century, Lynn Thorndike pub
lished a massive eight-volume study entitled A History of Magic and 
Experimental Science.11 To most of us this tide sounds like a laughable 
juxtaposition. Magic and science seem to be as great a pair of opposites 
as one could hope to think of. But throughout the Middle Ages and 
into the Renaissance and early modern period, this was not the case. 
Magical and alchemical experimentation continued as an alternative 
route to understanding and manipulating the world around us. In the 
actual world, the magical experiment failed while the scientific experi
ment succeeded. But, as Alan Jacobs points out, Rowling seems to be 
asking the intriguing question, "What if the magical experiment had not 
been a failure? What if a culture of successful magical experimentation 
had taken root and grown up parallel to the scientific one?" 

And so, Jacobs asserts, "The fundamental moral framework of the 
Harry Potter books . . . is a familiar one to us all: it is the problem of tech
nology."34 In other words, the key question is not the intrinsic appropri
ateness of the power of the wizards but the question of the uses to which 
that power will be put. And so the applications of wizardry are clearly 
divided in the books between those appropriate applications taught at 
Hogwarts and those inappropriate applications lumped together under 
the ominous rubric, "The Dark Arts." The only class addressing these 
applications at Hogwarts is the course "Defense against the Dark Arts." 
Some applications of magic are to be avoided, despised, discouraged, and 
battled. Would that the same attitude toward science might find a unilat
eral acceptance in our world today! 

Finally, we must be reminded that fantasy literature is just that, fanta
sy. It is worldmaking, necessary because those worlds do not come to us 

32. Hints near the end of Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix may prelude life-after-death 
themes to come, but they are by no means dear, and certainly play no central role in the books to date. 

33. Lynn Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science (8 vols.; repr. 1947; New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1964). 

34. Jacobs, "Harry Potter's Magic," 37. 
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ready-made. They are props, make-believe settings, doll houses in which to 
give our imaginations free reign. Not everything has to be serious. Not 
everything must be either to our edification or our detriment. Sometimes 
it's okay just to enjoy ourselves. The Harry Potter books are fantasy liter
ature, and they are very good fantasy literature. They are also loads of fun. 

Thanking God for Harry Potter 

In closing, I simply wish to emphasize several of the ways in which 
I consider the Harry Potter books to be a blessing and a joy. First, the 
Potter books have children reading again. In an age dominated by video 
games, television, and other forms of noncognitive entertainment, read
ing has been a dead art among children for at least a generation. The 
intelligence of a generation is intimately tied to the ability of its mem
bers to read and comprehend. J.K. Rowling has preteens tackling nov
els of Micheneresque dimensions with delight. This fact in itself gives 
the books significant justification. 

Second, the Potter books represent a significant and laudable shift 
in the trend in children's literature regarding moral issues. In recent 
years the moral ambiguity and relativism that has permeated our post
modern culture has made its way into the books written for our chil
dren. Instead of wholesome stories regarding the rewards of good 
behavior and the unpleasant consequences of disobedience, our children 
have been bombarded with stories of complicated moral dilemmas in 
which no clear answer is available, or in which the only solution seems 
to be to allow each person to choose his own right path (who's to say 
what the right thing to do is?). But in the Harry Potter books there is 
no equivocation, no ambiguity, no relativism. Right and wrong are 
clear-cut, and children's deepest intuitions about proper behavior are 
validated, encouraged, and honed. I believe that a great deal of the pop
ularity of the books is due to this abandonment of postmodern rela
tivism and reembracing of the Tao conception of ethics. 

Third, the Harry Potter books celebrate the innocence of child
hood. They have succeeded in making "G-rated" cool. While the moral 
issues in the Potter books run deep to the foundations of reality, they 
are often played out in the everyday school yard issues of Hogwarts. 
And at this level two important dimensions emerge. First, the children 
are grappling with children's issues. The problems are bullying, cheat-
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ing, rule-breaking, and strains on friendship. They are not drugs, sexu
al promiscuity, and gang warfare. Children are children in these books, 
and that's seen as a perfecdy acceptable and beneficial thing for them to 
be. And I, for one, find it refreshing.35 

I conclude my celebration of these books with the incomparable 
comic relief of Nearly Headless Nick. Nick is my favorite character in all 
the Potter books. He is the mascot ghost of Gryffindor House. Nick 
was the victim of a failed beheading, which left his head loosely hinged 
to his shoulders, enabling him to pull it to one side and lay it flat on his 
shoulder. His nearly headless state makes him an outcast of sorts, unac
ceptable to ordinary ghosts because of his odd deformity but denying 
him entrance into the prestigious order of the Headless Horsemen, 
since he is, after all, only nearly headless. 

Nick and the rest of the ghosts serve as ingenious comic relief 
throughout the books (especially the particularly nerve-racking Peeves, 
the resident Poltergeist), and add one of the most clear cut dimensions 
of the Halloween motif. Every time I think of Nearly Headless Nick, I 
smile. And if you can't smile at the thought of him, then my message to 
you (please forgive me) is "lighten up." Nearly Headless Nick is no 
more dangerous than Casper the Friendly Ghost, and a good deal fun
nier. Jesus was a big partygoer who told jokes about people with two-
by-fours sticking out of their eyes and conjured up wine when the host 
ran out. Nearly Headless Nick is fun. The Harry Potter books are fun. 
I encourage you to enjoy them. You may even receive a much appreci
ated spiritual blessing.Scj 

35. It is important to note that, as the children grow, the issues they deal with naturally grow with 
them. In books four and five they are fourteen and fifteen years old, respectively. So romance, for exam
ple, enters the picture for the first time. But even here the issues concern whether or not to hold hands, 
how to deal with the teasing from your friends, and other such "Ozzie and Harriet" dilemmas. Again, 
it is cleansing and refreshing. But also—and this is an important point for parents judging how to deal 
with the books—as the children get older, the issues of good and evil become more complicated and 
darker. The fourth and fifth books of the series are significantly more intense and disturbing than the 
first three. I would not even classify them as children's books, but as adolescent literature. 
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