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With the theatrical release of Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets a renewed interest has emerged in the novels of J.K. Rowling.  This has prompted many children to re-read the books and experience the depth and detail of the stories as the author presents them.  I must admit, however, that when the Harry Potter novels first became popular I was not immediately drawn to them.  I expected they would be geared more for children, and no less formulaic than the dime novels, or Hardy Boys mysteries of the past.  I was aware of the controversy.  However, I simply attributed it to a few over-zealous individuals who in the past have objected to such classics as Romeo and Juliet and Huckleberry Finn.


I was given the first book of the series and it was not long before I found myself reading them all – twice.  I found the stories thorough, engaging and written in a style that is not geared for children alone.  As an avid reader, I appreciated Rowling’s use of traditional images of fantasy and mythology while telling an original story.  Her writing may not be of the caliber or depth of C.S. Lewis or J.R.R. Tolkien.  Nonetheless, she is a gifted writer who is simply telling a story – and telling it well.


Unfortunately, a renewed concern (and controversy) has also emerged that the very presence of magic and wizardry in these stories is somehow detrimental to proper values and can draw people into such things as the occult.  Some have even engaged in rallies in which copies of the Harry Potter novels were burned, fearing that the use of magic by a protagonist constitutes the use of “evil means” and is therefore morally objectionable.

I have never heard such concerns arising over westerns, romance or mystery novels.  As one who has enjoyed fantasy and mythology since I was ten, I cannot agree with the reasoning of those who simply do not have a taste for fantasy yet somehow feel it is evil, occultist and detrimental.  There are so-called “vampire cults.”  Does this mean we should not read Dracula?  Teen suicide is a frequent occurrence.  Should we, therefore, protect our children from the romanticism of Romeo and Juliet?  Violence in our schools is frequent news.  Should we, therefore, discourage the reading of crime mysteries?
What strikes me more than anything is the tendency of many to focus on the negative.  Society is filled with people who are hypersensitive to anything that could be detrimental to the social or spiritual well being of anyone.  Some, even of our own faith, are quicker to see the presence of Satan than recognize the presence of Christ.  Some are themselves former members of occult groups while others are members of the religious or academic intelligentsia who imply that the public cannot realize these things for themselves and must have them pointed out by people who are in the know.  It is ironic that such people will go out of there way to condemn a novel of fantasy, while excusing the gratuitous profanity, promiscuity and violence found on the television and movie screens, often in the name of authentic realism.


What I have enjoyed about these stories is its portrayal of good and evil, and the human struggle involved in the conflict.  Placing this in the context of a boy’s growing up makes it all the more profound and dramatic.  Evil is portrayed as very evil.  Lord Voldemort is so wicked, that the wizards of Harry Potter’s world are afraid to even speak his name.

On the other hand, the good is portrayed as very good.  Harry is not, however, perfect.  His goodness gives him a particular edge against Voldemort’s evil and he has no fear of speaking Voldemort’s name.  Yet, he still experiences struggles and temptations, often within himself, disobeying rules and occasionally facing discipline by his teachers and alienation by his peers.  At times he appears to get away with infractions.  However, I have noticed that sometimes Harry experiences consequences that affect him more personally than conventional punishment.

In The Sorcerer’s Stone, the school bars Harry from participating in a Quiddich game after he is caught breaking rules.  Therefore, Harry must also endure the anger of his teammates who ostracize him for a time.  In the third book, Professor Remeus Lupin, whom Harry deeply admires, covers for Harry after another violation of school rules.  However, Lupin later privately chastises him.  Harry is described as feeling worse than he would have had he been punished by the school.  Finally there is the influence of headmaster Dumbledore, whose approval Harry greatly desires.  The thought of loosing Dumbledore’s favor is a far greater burden to him than any threat of punishment.


The novels are also sprinkled with memorable examples of practical wisdom.  In The Sorcerer’s Stone, Harry becomes obsessed with a magic mirror that shows people their deepest desires.  To Harry it shows his family whom he has never known.  Dumbledore urges Harry to turn away from what the mirror offers stating, “it does not do to dwell on dreams and forget to live.”  In a conversation at the end of The Chamber of Secrets Harry doubts his own inner goodness.  To this Dumbledore responds:  “It is our choices, Harry, that show us what we truly are, far more than our abilities.”

Some believe that the scar on Harry’s forehead reflects the Devil, because in the book of Revelation the Anti-christ is identified by a mark on the forehead.  However, in Revelation 7:1-3 there are 144,000 also marked on the forehead – for Christ.  Some maintain that the lightning image of the scar is reflective of Nazism (as is book burning).  One need look no further than the Old Testament to see that storm imagery – clouds, thunder and lightning – are manifestations of God (Psalm 18:14, 77:18).  So – when one is willing – one can stretch the imagery as much to symbolize good as evil.


Some fear the magic in Harry Potter novels offers an alternative to traditional religion or is cultic propaganda.  Yet at no time do the characters treat their magical abilities as a faith or a religion.  Even the subject of Divination is said to be the least exact and least reliable of the magical arts.  Its teacher and her “predictions” are treated with a grain of salt or outright humor.  Further, in The Prisoner of Azkaban, Harry learns that the character Sirius Black is his godfather.  As the institution of godparent is uniquely Christian, this is clearly a hint at traditional Christianity.


In that vein, there are episodes within the Harry Potter novels that can be construed by people of healthy, solid faith to parallel not cultic, but Christian values.  In The Sorcerer’s Stone, Harry is told that anyone who kills a unicorn lives a life that from then on is cursed, because they have killed something of such goodness and purity.  One can make the same statement for the killing of the unborn.  In The Prisoner of Azkaban, two characters intend to kill the villain who betrayed them and Harry’s parents to Voldemort.  Despite Harry’s feelings toward the culprit, he intervenes declaring he must not be killed, but turned over to the authorities.  One can see the value of not taking the law into one’s own hands, and perhaps a hint against capitol punishment itself.  

When Voldemort attempted to kill the infant Harry, after killing Harry’s parents, something about Harry repelled him.  Harry becomes famous in the wizard society as “the boy who lived.”  The same can be said of the infant Jesus in the face of Herod’s slaughter of the Innocents.  Like Harry, Jesus was “the boy who lived.”  Finally, the reason Harry lived is among the most profound parallels to Christianity I have read.  Harry learns that his mother died protecting him.  That sacrifice left a “mark” within Harry that gave him special protection against Voldemort.  We can find a Christian parallel to this in John 15:13 and a similar “mark” can be found in our Catechism (Nos. 1272-1274) under the heading:  “Baptism: an indelible spiritual mark…”


Mythology and its images have been a part of the human psyche since the dawn of history.  Modern fantasy makes use of images that have long been a part of our human literary expression.  Even J.R.R. Tolkien saw fantasy as a “sub-creation” which reflects God’s created reality.
  To Tolkien, it is God who creates fantasy worlds in and through the intellect and imagination God created in us.  The author does not create, but rather discovers these worlds.  Through them, the reader comes to understand God’s creation better.  

To the realm of myth, magic represents our rational intellect.  Just as we can perceive things beyond ourselves, magic expresses a control beyond the physical body of the wizard.  Like our intellect, magic itself is neither good nor evil, but can be used or misused for either.  To say that the Harry Potter stories are “evil” because they portray a world in which magic is a reality is to deny much of what has made some of the most enduring myths popular throughout history.  One may as well object to the tales of King Arthur because of Merlin the Magician, or The Lord of the Rings because of the wizard Gandalf.

This is not to say that Harry Potter is for everyone.  Nor do I imply that parents should be unaware of what their children read.  I am asserting that just because a story contains an element of magic and wizardry does not mean it is morally or spiritually detrimental.  Having read the Harry Potter novels (and used them in homilies) I can assure that the opposite is true.

The Harry Potter novels have touched the imagination of readers like no recent series has.  While they may not be timeless mythology, or allegories of faith and Christianity, they are nonetheless epic in their humanity and the portrayal of good against evil.  The literary challenge, particularly for those who overindulge their religious hypersensitivities, is to look beyond the images of magic to the humanity – created by God – that lies at the core of any substantial fantasy. 
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