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Introduction

The Magic of Harry Potter

It was the most exciting book buy of my life. My wife and I, 
along with several family members, went to a bookstore on the 
evening of July 20, 2007, when stores stayed open late so that 
they could sell the final Harry Potter novel starting at midnight. 
Never have I seen any bookstore so packed or heard one so noisy. 
Gangs dressed as Quidditch players passed by on the sidewalk. 
Innumerable foreheads sported lightning marks. Children and 
adults alike drew lots for a place in line to buy the book. The scene 
was similar in countless bookstores across the nation.
	 There is no question that J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
books constitute an unprecedented global literary phenomenon. 
Scholastic, publisher of the books in the United States, announced 
that the last book sold 8.3 million copies within the first twenty-
four hours and 11.5 million in ten days. Combined, the books have 
sold over 350 million copies worldwide.1 A Harris Poll suggested 
that, while the Bible is the favorite book among U.S. readers, “the 
second choice for 18- to 31-year-olds was J. K. Rowling’s Harry 
Potter series.”2

	 Nor does anyone doubt Rowling’s profound impact on 
the reading habits of children. My young cousins, for example, 
voraciously read each book several times. Parents credit the 
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books for inspiring their children to do better in school.3 British 
Chancellor Gordon Brown said, “I think J. K. Rowling has 
done more for literacy around the world than any single human 
being.”4 It’s difficult to accuse him of exaggeration, if we limit 
consideration to the modern era.
	 Yet fierce debate rages over the books. At one end some claim 
that “the signature of the Prince of Darkness is in these books.”5 

In the documentary Jesus Camp, a woman speaking to a group of 
children says, “Had it been in the Old Testament, Harry Potter 
would have been put to death.”6

	 The Vatican has offered a mixed review. Before he became 
Pope, Joseph Ratzinger warned Catholics to beware the books’ 
“subtle seductions,” according to Catholic News Service. More 
recently, the source reported, “The Vatican newspaper sponsored 
a face-off between a writer who said the Harry Potter novels offer 
lessons in the importance of love and self-giving and one who said 
they teach that with secret knowledge one can control others and 
the forces of nature.”7

	 Obviously, I’m a Potter fan.
	 I came late to the series, starting after someone gave my wife 
the first four books in a paperback boxed set. I hold no particular 
interest in fantasy, and I dismissed Potter as books for kids. But 
several of my adult friends continually raved about the books, so 
I thought I’d give them a try.
	 Quickly I was hooked. What first struck me was the richly 
dark world of Harry’s childhood with his aunt and uncle, Petunia 
and Vernon Dursley. The idea of escaping from such dreadful 
circumstances into a bright world of magical heroes fascinated 
me; it made me think of all the real boys and girls who grow 
up in similarly bleak circumstances (or worse) and struggle to 
create a better life for themselves. I hoped that the Potter books 
comfort those children and motivate adults to help them. Then 
Rowling took me into an adventure that I enjoyed but did not 
fully appreciate until I had read further into the series.
	 By the end of the first book, my respect for the series was 
sealed with a couple of outstanding quotes by Professor Albus 



Dumbledore. “Fear of a name increases fear of the thing itself.” “It 
takes a great deal of bravery to stand up to our enemies, but just 
as much to stand up to our friends.” Yet I was intrigued by some 
of Dumbledore’s other comments that struck me as cryptic. “To 
the well-organized mind, death is but the next great adventure.” 
“Humans do have a knack of choosing precisely those things [as 
much money and life as you could want] that are worst for them.” 
“Your mother died to save you.” What did Dumbledore mean by 
these comments? What did they portend for the rest of the series?
	 Through the first three books, I continued to think of Harry 
Potter as interesting children’s books. Then I read the fourth 
book, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. The main plot, at least 
until the last few chapters, remains oriented toward children; it 
involves Harry meeting several challenges in a contest, such as 
taking an egg from a dragon. More mature themes take on greater 
significance: the characters deal with bigotry and slavery, the 
laws of society, and the ethics of journalism. Near the end of the 
book the forces of evil rise to strength. These are not themes for 
children, but for maturing youth and adults. The final three books 
excite youthful spirits, yet the themes grow more complex and at 
times quite dark, as the villain Lord Voldemort combines qualities 
of Satan and Hitler.
	 My book focuses on the heroic fight for values in the Harry 
Potter series. Harry Potter and his allies struggle valiantly to 
defend the things that matter to them—their friends, their lives, 
and their liberty. They do so against great odds, often in agonizing 
circumstances, and against powerful and relentlessly vicious 
enemies.
	 In Chapter One, I review examples illustrating the central 
theme of the heroic valuer, as contrasted with the motives of the 
villains.
	 Chapter Two reviews independence, the virtue that allows the 
heroes to discover the values that enhance their lives and to pursue 
them with thoughtful courage.
	 In Chapter Three, I discuss free will in Harry Potter, the 
precondition of the selection and pursuit of values.

The Magic of Harry Potter	 11
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	 Chapter Four grows more critical, arguing that Rowling’s 
theme of the heroic valuer ultimately clashes with her secondary 
theme of Christian self-sacrifice.	
	 Finally, Chapter Five addresses the theme of immortality. 
How does the quest for earthly immortality motivate the villains? 
What is the connection between the fear of death, an obsession 
with objects, and the abuse of others? What does this have to do 
with the Horcrux? Does virtue require a belief in supernatural 
immortality? I argue that Rowling does not convincingly develop 
her theme of immortality or connect it to the motivation of  
the heroes.
	 This book presupposes that readers are familiar with the Harry 
Potter books. The pages that follow discuss crucial elements of 
plot and will ruin the suspense of the books for those who haven’t 
yet read them.
	 Much of the fighting over the Potter books involves Christians 
on both sides, and two of my chapters explicitly deal with Christian 
themes. Though I am not Christian, and I criticize religion in 
other forums, I acknowledge that Rowling intentionally includes 
Christian themes in her books, and I want to understand them 
correctly. I argue that Rowling’s Christian themes of sacrifice 
and immortality clash with her more central theme of the heroic 
valuer. I develop my case from the books and outside sources.
	 My take on the Christian elements of the Potter books 
conflicts with the perspective of other reviewers. Some argue that 
the books should be avoided because they oppose Christianity. 
Others argue that the books should be read and praised because 
they promote Christian themes. My claim is that the Christian 
elements of the Potter books are real but disconnected from the 
broader moral themes of the books, which nevertheless remain 
brilliant (as Ron Weasley might say).
	 I compare and contrast some of Rowling’s ideas with those 
of Ayn Rand and Aristotle. Rowling and Rand treat both 
independence and free will in some strikingly similar ways. 
Regarding sacrifice, the views of Rowling and Rand clash. On that 
topic I rely heavily on the writings of Aristotle, whose comments 



may seem surprising only because they are too often neglected. 
Rowling and Rand both create vivid heroes who fight for their 
values, and they again clash on immortality, yet those themes are 
common enough that I found direct comparisons unnecessary.
	 Part of my motivation for writing this book is the conviction 
that the moral lessons of Harry Potter are profoundly important. 
I made some regrettable moral mistakes as a young adult because 
I failed to heed some of these lessons, which were widely available 
long before Rowling conceived Harry Potter. It is vitally important 
to understand one’s values, choose the right values, and enact the 
virtues that make the achievement of values possible.
	 While I appreciate Rowling’s contribution to a renewal of 
literacy, I am desperately grateful to her for promoting moral 
literacy. Adopting the virtues portrayed by the heroes of Harry 
Potter can make you a better person. Yes, read the books for the 
sheer joy of the heroic, magical adventure. Then think more deeply 
about the moral lessons of Harry Potter and strive to integrate 
them in your day-to-day life. Part of the point of admiring heroes 
is to become a hero. It’s not enough to read about it or write about 
it; we, all of us, need to live it and face that challenge every day. 
That is how to discover the true magic of Harry Potter.

The Magic of Harry Potter	 13



Chapter One

The Heroic Fight for Values

Why have J. K. Rowling’s books attracted such a devoted 
following? Much of the success has to do with the vivid alternate 
reality that Rowling has created with her magical world. Seldom 
does a reader encounter such richly developed characters; it’s 
hard to read the books and not imagine sitting up in the towers, 
plotting with Harry Potter or cracking jokes with the Weasley 
twins. This is particularly true given that Rowling’s magical world 
is written to coexist with our own; readers are tempted to look 
twice when they see eccentrically dressed people walking down 
the street who just might be wizards in disguise.
	 Rowling also has crafted a stunningly intricate plot spanning 
thousands of pages. While each book contains its independent 
story, the books also bind together in a grand epic that (including 
flashbacks) spans decades. Rowling plants deep connections 
between the books that inspire multiple readings—to take one 
early example, Hagrid rides into the series on a motorcycle 
borrowed from Sirius Black, whom we do not meet for another 
two story-years.
	 Then there are the subtle references to external works and 
events ranging from ancient mythology to Christian theology to 
World War II. Even the names of the characters and the language 
of the spells provoke research and speculation.



	 Yet the phenomenal and enduring appeal of the books is due 
to something more fundamental. What do I remember most 
vividly about the books? The moments when Harry makes the 
choice not to put his head down but to face terrifying threats 
to the people and the life that he loves. Each book reveals such 
moments.
	 Harry Potter offers one of literature’s great examples of the 
virtuous hero fighting against the most vicious form of evil. Yes, 
the vivid storytelling, the intricate plot, and the many layers of 
allusions place Rowling’s series among the grandest and most 
exciting of epics. But in addition to these elements Rowling does 
something else particularly well—she shows in passionate detail 
why victory matters so very much to the heroes.
	 The overriding theme of the Harry Potter books is the heroic, 
courageous fight for values. Harry loves his life, loves his friends, 
loves the magical world in which he lives—and refuses to let 
go of those values without fighting with all of his strength and 
resolution.
	 The budding romances, the school dance, the friendly chats 
in the halls, the studying and tests, the family dinners, the sports 
matches—these are not diversions from the central story; they are 
the reasons why the fight against Voldemort matters. They are the 
moments of enjoying friends and setting one’s course in life. The 
small moments are not themselves central values, but collectively 
they manifest such values. Without the heroes’ passion for their 
values expressed in day-to-day living, the stories’ detail, plot, and 
references amount to little.
	 Harry and his allies feel fear, they suffer pain, and yet always they 
rise to defend what is important to their lives. They do not ignore 
the warnings or turn their gaze away; they recognize real dangers 
to their values and struggle valiantly to overcome those threats.
	 Harry Potter shows that one must always fight for one’s central 
values, which give life meaning and for which life itself may be 
risked. Through Harry Potter, Rowling inspires millions of readers 
to live their lives completely and never willingly surrender their 
own values.

The Heroic Fight for Values	 15



Chapter Two

Independence: Mark of the Hero

Among the moral themes of the Harry Potter books is the 
recognition of the value of independence in thinking and acting. 
Independence in this context means relying upon one’s own 
reasoning mind to reach decisions in consideration of the relevant 
facts and then acting for values consistent with such judgments. 
The opposite of independence is to profess beliefs and take actions 
not because they are true and right, but because of what other 
people think.
	 Independence does not mean ignoring others, disdaining 
them, avoiding their company, or rejecting their help. Indeed, 
those who think and act independently put themselves in an 
excellent position to develop valuable relationships with others; 
the heroes of J. K. Rowling’s books develop deep friendships and 
loyalties. Those who place their minds and values at the mercies 
and whims of others, on the other hand, tend to relate to others 
based on social pressures or considerations of status. Thus, 
independence is not about whether one has friends; it is about 
whether one approaches all of life, including relationships with 
others, according to one’s own considered judgment of the facts.
	 Another way to describe independence is thinking and acting 
in accordance with one’s first-handed understanding. Yes, one can 



learn and gain values from others, but only by reaching one’s own 
honest judgment about such knowledge and benefits.
	 Second-handers, then, are those who accept claims because 
of social pressure or status or a misplaced trust in authority. (For 
the classic treatment of the first-hander versus the second-hander, 
see Ayn Rand’s 1943 novel The Fountainhead.8) An independent, 
first-handed thinker defies the opinions of crowds and authorities 
when they contradict known facts and reasoned beliefs.
	 Second-handers try to gain values as well as knowledge through 
a misplaced reliance on others. For example, second-handers will 
claim to want something just because it’s popular, or they will 
try to get something by manipulating or coercing the opinions 
of others. The independent actor, by contrast, holds first-handed 
values and seeks to influence others solely by honest persuasion, in 
accordance with the other person’s own independent, first-handed 
understanding.
	 Rowling presents many positive examples of independence 
and many negative examples of second-handedness, which comes 
in many variants. After considering how second-handers attempt 
to gain social standing and power in the novels, we will look at the 
alternative of independence that characterizes the actions of the 
heroes. The examples provided by the books illustrate the nature 
and problems of the second-hander as well as the virtues of the 
first-handed heroes.

Second-Handers and Social Standing

Early in his life, Harry witnesses the second-handed behavior of 
the Dursleys, who despise the magical and strange Potters. Both 
Vernon and Petunia orient themselves primarily toward their 
neighbors.
	 Vernon becomes enraged merely to see people (wizards, in fact) 
wearing “funny clothes.” When he hears some of these wizards 
mention Harry’s name, he tries to pretend that this can’t be his 
nephew. Vernon hopes he is “imagining things, which he had 
never hoped before, because he didn’t approve of imagination.” 

Independence: Mark of the Hero	 29



Chapter Three

Free Will: “It Matters Not  
What Someone Is Born”

The heroic valuer deserves praise for brave and virtuous deeds. 
The villain, meanwhile, deserves blame for misdeeds. Moreover, 
the hero treats others according to their character as shown in 
actions. The possibility of a hero, then, depends on the existence 
of free will, our ability to mold our own character and decide to 
do what is right versus what is wrong.
	 Absent free will, praise and blame seem pointless, as does our 
desire to make ourselves into heroes. If we are merely the product 
of our environment, if we cannot choose the course of our lives, 
then what good is it to want to do what is right?
	 J. K. Rowling solidly endorses free will. The heroes of the 
Potter books explicitly accept free will, and they also demonstrate 
it by making the right choices, regardless of upbringing and 
environment. That is not to say that everybody has the capacity of 
free will at every moment or acts in conditions that allow moral 
culpability. Free will has its limits, and Rowling explores these, 
too. Yet Harry and his allies show that a normal person in normal 
circumstances directs his or her own life, for good or for ill.
	 Rowling establishes a basic view of free will in her books. 
When Harry first arrives at school, the Sorting Hat sees in him 



Chapter Four

The Clash of Love and Sacrifice

According to the Gospel of John, Jesus told his followers, 
“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have 
loved you. Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down 
his life for his friends.”13 Is this the true theme of J. K. Rowling’s 
Harry Potter series?
	 In Chapter One, we considered three great acts of courage: 
Lily Potter giving her life to protect her son from Voldemort, 
Dumbledore giving his life to protect his students and his cause, 
and Harry willingly going to his death (or so he believes) so that 
his allies can finally defeat Voldemort. Are not these characters 
following the commandment and model of Christ?
	 Certainly Rowling’s books include Christian themes. As we 
saw in the introduction, one Catholic sees in Rowling’s books the 
themes of “love and self-giving.” Dave Kopel writes that Rowling 
joins other fantasy writers such as J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis 
in showing readers that “love and sacrifice…battle with death, at 
first appearing to be defeated, and then triumphing gloriously.”14

	 John Granger, author of Looking for God in Harry Potter, 
argues that the Harry Potter books appeal to “the innate human 
hope that love conquers death and that we will rise from the 
dead in a resurrection made possible by and in Christ.” This love, 
Granger adds, is a “sacrificial love.”15



Chapter Five

Materialism and Immortality

We have contrasted the theme of the heroic valuer with the 
Christian theme of self-sacrifice. Now we turn to another element 
of Christianity within J. K. Rowling’s books: a belief in the 
immortal soul. While the heroes share such a belief, Voldemort 
does not. A major motivation of Voldemort is his pathological 
fear of death, which accompanies his obsession with physical 
objects and his treatment of other people as though they too were 
merely objects. How do these elements tie together within the 
Harry Potter books?
	 Before turning to Rowling’s treatment of death and the physical 
body, we need to take another look at how the characters relate to 
physical objects and other people, for these things are connected.
	 Recall the Dursleys’ attitude toward objects. When Dudley 
throws a tantrum over getting only thirty-seven presents for his 
birthday, his parents promise him still more. While the Dursleys give 
Dudley a second bedroom to store all the objects that he proceeds 
to destroy, they force Harry to sleep beneath the stairs and give him 
as little as possible. Vernon and Petunia treat objects as a means 
for showing affection for and favoritism toward their son—and 
for withholding the same from Harry. Dudley treats the objects as 
symbols of his superiority over Harry (a theme explored in Chapter 
Two). The Dursleys treat material objects not as things that add real 
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References to J. K. Rowling’s books follow the numbered notes and appear in the 
order used in this book, denoted by an abbreviated quote or description. Page 
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Levine Books is an imprint of Scholastic Press.
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