
Deeper Magic 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 4/20/2014 1 
 

This week just passed is always one for me of tremendous emotional turmoil.  As I mentioned 
last week, we go from “Hosanna to Hallelujah,” from remembering the triumphal entry of Jesus 
into Jerusalem to his betrayal and death and then to the ultimate joy of his resurrection, all in 
eight days.  That journey of emotion, for those who’ve chosen to base their life’s meaning on this 
story, seems more than sufficient to be called a week’s work but there is, of course, the rest of 
life to deal with.  Few of us get to spend Holy Week simply focused on our own emotions of 
grief and delight.  There are appointments to keep, children to tend, work to be done.  There are 
friends who need our attention, issues with which we must deal.  There are births and there are 
deaths. 
 
This year, one of the deaths that made me pause and take note was that of a man I’ve never met, 
though I felt as if I’d had a glimpse into his heart.  He was Gabriel Garcia Marquez, the 
Colombian novelist, scriptwriter and storyteller, winner of the 1982 Nobel Prize for Literature, 
known to practically all of Latin America as “Gabo.”  When I was a freshman at Rice University 
in the ’78-’79 school year, I was assigned his famous One Hundred Years of Solitude and I can 
say without reservation that it was one of the most deeply moving, most joyful books I read 
during my college career. 
 
Part of what made Sr. Garcia Marquez famous and a good deal of what caused One Hundred 
Years of Solitude to resonate so deeply with me is his use, some would say pioneering, of a style 
of writing called “Magic Realism.”  Although tragedy after tragedy befalls the family chronicled 
in the book, death does not always have the last word.  From time to time, the author disrupts the 
normal course of events to provide a moment of blessing, life, and joy through a supernatural or 
magical occurrence.  Although “Gabo” was very much aware of the bleakness of a world where 
poverty, force, and unscrupulous dictators hold sway, his inner optimism refused to take the 
“No” of such powers for a final answer.  Through his art, he reminded the reader that joy could 
burst through, all unexpected, in ways that could only be described as magic or miracle. 
 
It was the perfect book for me at that time of my life.  Those of you who know a bit of my 
personal story have likely heard me refer to my “annus horribilis,” a nineteen month period in 
1978 & ’79 filled with death, failure, and loss.  To be immersed in a book whose author saw a 
way out of despair, even through unlikely and unreliable means, was a great relief.  But as I look 
back now on the impact of the book on me at that time, I realize that it was in fact part of a 
continuum of stories that I have treasured over the course of my life.  And, lest you fear that you 
have wandered into a misplaced comparative literature lecture, let me assure you at the outset 
that the stories I am about to relate to you all have in common their roots in the story which I just 
read to you, the joyful, magical, “Greatest Story Ever Told.”  And all of these stories, but 
particularly the one so memorably told by Matthew, Luke and John, have an immediate impact 
on our daily lives far beyond a potential trip to the book store or a rearranging of your Netflix 
queue. 
 
The central book for my life has always been the Bible.  Some of my earliest memories are not 
just of being at church but of hearing Bible stories.  In a box at our house is one of the earliest 
books I ever received, a large format, slender picture book called, I think, “God Loves Me.”  I 
still have, and have used here, the Children’s Bible, an illustrated storybook my parents gave me 
when I was seven, as well as the very grown-up King James Bible they gave me shortly after my 
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baptism just two years later.  But as I think about other books that have really stayed with me, 
most of which I’d read by age 12 and have read many times since, they are books that have at 
their core that same spiritual message of hope when all seems lost, stories that hold out the 
possibility even of resurrection.  These are the books that I have encouraged my children to read 
and, of all the books I have encouraged them to read, the ones they have really embraced.  And 
there are also among these deeply hopeful books some which they, in turn, encouraged me to 
read and which I have embraced.  It is deeply satisfying to me as a parent to know that my 
children, whatever faith or absence thereof they may espouse at a given moment, have taken into 
themselves the very best of the Good News. 
 
The first of these books which became part of my heart’s library is The Lion, the Witch, and the 
Wardrobe, by C.S. Lewis.  It is relatively easy to uncover the Gospel basis of this first-written 
“Chronicle of Narnia” because Lewis intended it to be so.  A late convert from atheism, Lewis’ 
intellect and literary power quickly made him England’s favorite Christian apologist.  In addition 
to books that have become classics of popular theology, such as The Problem of Pain, Mere 
Christianity, and The Four Loves, Lewis dabbled in satire with The Screwtape Letters, in 
science-fiction with the “Space” trilogy, and most famously in children’s fiction.  His 
imaginative world of Narnia is absolutely intended as a parallel to our own, created by the same 
God, and where the Son of God is incarnated not as a man but as a lion, the literal and literary 
interpretation of the Messianic title, “the Lion of Judah.” 
 
Those of you who know the story will remember that Aslan the lion goes to his death to save the 
traitor, Edmund, who has been seduced by the Witch’s promises of candy and power to give up 
his brother and sisters.  His usefulness at an end, the Witch plans to sacrifice him and when 
Aslan attempts to intervene, the Witch scornfully reminds him of the “Deep Magic… engraved 
on the scepter of the Emperor-beyond-the-Sea…  You know that every traitor belongs to me as 
my lawful prey and that for every treachery I have a right to a kill… so that human creature is 
mine.  His life is forfeit to me.  His blood is my property.”  But Aslan offers to die in Edmund’s 
stead.  As witnessed by the two “Daughters of Eve,” he is shaved of his mane, mocked and 
humiliated, trussed upon a sacrificial stone altar and slain. 
 
Of course, in Lewis’ Narnia, this is not the end.  After Susan and Lucy spend the night in grief 
and confusion, they hear a mighty cracking sound at dawn.  Rushing to the place of execution, 
they find the Stone Table split in two and Aslan restored.  Lewis has the Son of the Emperor-
beyond-the-Sea explain to his disciples: “Though the Witch knew the Deep Magic, there is a 
deeper magic still which she did not know.  Her knowledge goes back only to the dawn of time.  
But if she could have looked a little further back, into the stillness and the darkness before Time 
dawned, she would have read there a different incantation.  She would have known that when a 
willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a traitor’s stead, the Table would 
crack and Death itself would start working backward.”  Aslan proceeds to heal the fallen, destroy 
the Witch, and break her wintry power over Narnia.  Although other forms of evil plague Narnia 
in the remaining books, there is never any doubt about the ultimate outcome for that world.  
Lewis would say, I think, that there is no doubt about the joyful outcome for this world, either. 
 
Unlike “The Chronicles of Narnia,” the “Lord of the Rings” trilogy by Lewis’ good friend, J. R. 
R. Tolkien is not intended as a direct allegory of our world.  Instead, Tolkien undertook to 
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provide a mythology for Britain to stand alongside the Old English epic of Beowulf.  The 
hobbits’ land of the Shire is a stand-in for Britain, the isolated and secure country of a 
comfortable and homey people all unaware of the doings of the heroes who inhabit the greater 
world around them.  But just as with Narnia, there is a solidly Judeo-Christian ethic to Middle-
Earth, even though Tolkien’s fabulous setting is some thousands of years in the earth’s past, 
before the earthly life of Jesus.  The most obvious Christ-figure in the trilogy is the hobbit, 
Frodo.  He is given the task that will break the power of evil in the Third Age of the world, the 
destruction of the One Ring.  Like Jesus, he is faithful to his task and suffers mightily.  But he 
does not die and therefore is not resurrected. 
 
The character who gives the ultimate sacrifice and dies to save others is instead the wizard, 
Gandalf, the only character to play a major role in both “The Lord of the Rings” and its 
precursor, The Hobbit.  Certain well-meaning but under-informed Christians have denounced 
Tolkien’s books as Satanic, owing to the prominence of a character referred to as a wizard.  But 
they have either been unaware or dismissive of Tolkien’s devout Catholic faith.  God is referred 
to only obliquely in “The Lord of the Rings,” when Gandalf tells Frodo that his uncle, Bilbo, 
“was meant to find the Ring, and not by its maker. In which case you also were meant to have it. 
And that may be an encouraging thought.”  Gandalf’s connection with the One who meant Bilbo 
to find the Ring is made clear in a curious book that Tolkien was still in the process of revising at 
his death.  Published posthumously, The Silmarillion is the “backstory” of “The Lord of the 
Rings.”  It opens, as does the Bible, with a tale of creation, in which the world is sung into being 
by God, called in Tolkien’s created Elven language, “Eru,” the One, and “Illuvatar,” the Father 
of All.  After evil has come to Middle-Earth through the pride of Morgoth, a sort of fallen angel, 
Eru Illuvatar sends a group of angels, or Maiar, to help those who still strive for the good.  
Gandalf, Tolkien writes, is one of these. 
 
But whether one calls God “Yahweh” or “El Shaddai” or “Eru Illuvatar,” Tolkien’s stories tell 
us, God does not abandon God’s true servants to death.  Gandalf is miraculously resurrected in a 
way that Tolkien clearly means to remind us of Jesus.  He dies so that his friends may live, 
fighting with the Balrog, a monster of fire and darkness, so that they may flee.  Like the tradition 
of Holy Saturday recorded in I Peter and in the Apostles Creed, in which Jesus is said to have 
descended into hell, Gandalf pursues the Balrog into the abyss, in fire and deep water and dark.  
As Gandalf tells his friends later, “Then darkness took me, and I strayed out of thought and time, 
and I wandered far on roads that I will not tell.  Naked I was sent back – for a brief time, until 
my task is done.”  Like Jesus, the resurrected Gandalf is not immediately recognizable to his 
friends, nor is he entirely the same.  He is wiser now and more powerful – no longer Gandalf the 
Grey but Gandalf the White. 
 
The resurrection of Gandalf, just as the resurrection of Aslan, is the attempt by a faithful 
Christian with imagination and literary gifts to give expression to what Lewis called the “Deeper 
Magic,” the grace of God for the world that overcomes all law, all law-breaking.  The Deeper 
Magic that God blesses those who love and those who will sacrifice even their own lives for the 
love they bear to others is woven throughout these classic works, loved by me in my childhood.  
And the Deeper Magic is also woven throughout a new set of classics, introduced to me by my 
children: the magical world of Hogwarts and Harry Potter. 
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Like “The Lord of the Rings” before it, the Harry Potter series by J. K. Rowling was repudiated 
by some well-meaning Christians because it uses as its central metaphor the idea of magic 
practiced by wizards, wizards being condemned in an obscure provision of Exodus which may 
actually be referring to poisoners rather than practitioners of arcane arts.  But it’s hard to read 
Rowling’s books and not see Harry and his friends as normal people who are actually the sort of 
moral people we’d like ourselves or our children to be.  And in the final book, Harry Potter and 
the Deathly Hallows, Ms. Rowling lifts the veil of her intentions and cites the New Testament 
plainly as the core of her story.  The marker on the grave of Harry’s parents is a quote from I 
Corinthians: “The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death.”  As Harry and Hermione 
discover, the nearby grave of Dumbledore’s mother and sister has a quote from Matthew: 
“Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”  Rowling is on record as saying that she 
was coy about the influence of her personal Christian faith on the books because “I thought it 
might show people who just wanted the story where we were going…  I think those two 
particular quotations he finds on the tombstones at Godric's Hollow… almost epitomize the 
whole series.” 
 
Harry is not a stand-in for Jesus or an angel.  He is simply a young man willing even to die to 
save his friends from the forces of evil.  And, indeed, he does die, slain by the greatest evil 
wizard ever to wield a wand. But just like C. S. Lewis’ White Witch, despite his outstanding 
knowledge of the world’s magic, there is a Deeper Magic that Lord Voldemort does not 
understand.  And, as befits the deepest imagination of Potter’s Christian creator, that Deeper 
Magic is love.  After Harry willingly allows Voldemort to kill him, he finds himself in a strange 
place that looks a bit like King’s Cross station (and if Rowling hadn’t completely tipped her hand 
at that point, the name of the station would surely do it).  He is joined there by Dumbledore, who 
explains Voldemort’s failure: “That which Voldemort does not value, he takes no trouble to 
comprehend.  Of house-elves and children’s tales, of love, loyalty, and innocence, Voldemort 
know and understands nothing.  Nothing.  That they all have a power beyond his own, a power 
beyond the reach of any magic, is a truth he has never grasped.”  Harry is returned to his friends, 
the battle over evil is won, and Rowling’s protagonists live out happy normal lives.  Well, 
normal for wizards, anyway. 
 
What is it in these books that has captured my imagination, indeed my heart, for all these years – 
four decades and more for “The Chronicles of Narnia” and “The Lord of the Rings?”  Why have 
they become international best-sellers, spawning film adaptations (multiple times in the case of 
the older two works) and licensed merchandise and active “fandoms?”  In simplest terms, they 
satisfy our longing for a happy ending.  Tolkien, who was a professor of literature at Oxford long 
before his fantasies were published, coined the term “eucatastrophe” to begin to explain.  He 
created this word from Greek roots, “eu-ˮ meaning “good” and “catastrophe” in its literary 
meaning of the conclusion of a work’s plot.  The term refers to the sudden turn of events at the 
end of a story which ensures that the protagonist does not meet some terrible, impending, and 
very plausible doom.  But I think the appeal of these stories goes beyond simple happy endings.  
It goes beyond their very evident high literary merit. 
 
Tolkien wrote: “The Resurrection was the greatest ‘eucatastrophe’ possible in the greatest Fairy 
Story — and produces that essential emotion: Christian joy which produces tears because it is 
qualitatively so like sorrow, because it comes from those places where Joy and Sorrow are at 
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one, reconciled, as selfishness and altruism are lost in Love.”  I think these stories of Lewis and 
Tolkien and Rowling are so powerful because they do contain these echoes of the Resurrection, 
of that greatest of happy endings.  In remembering the Resurrection, we remember not just one 
happy ending to one story but we remember the promise of God that all of creation will be set 
free from its bondage to decay, that all of us have reason to hope. 
 
The road to resurrection is not without pain and suffering.  We know from the scriptures that 
Jesus suffered.  These authors tell us that Aslan and Gandalf and Harry suffered.  Their friends 
felt the pain of their loss.  Mary Magdalene and the other Mary came to the tomb grieving, 
prepared only to anoint the body of their tortured and executed friend.  Susan and Lucy stood 
vigil over the brutalized lion.  The Fellowship wept for Gandalf.  There has been or will be 
suffering for all of us between now and our deaths.  We too will grieve.  But death does not have 
the last word.  There is eucatastrophe in these stories and for each of us there is unexplained 
good beyond what we know now. 
 
Jesus said to the women, “Do not be afraid.”  Nor should we be afraid, even though life brings us 
pain and sorrow.  In the Resurrection of Jesus, the power of death is overcome.  We need not 
strive to beat death through human power, attempting to make ourselves immortal by money or 
power or fame.  Instead, we can live in freedom, in generosity, in humility, in friendship.  Death 
is defeated by the Deeper Magic of love.  The word of the angel and of Jesus is that he goes 
ahead of us on our trek through life.  If we follow in his Way of love, the Deeper Magic is ours 
as well.  We shall be more than conquerors, through love.  And the word of the angel and of 
Jesus is that we will see him there, at the end of our journey, waiting for us in welcome and in 
blessing.   
 
For the Deeper Magic of God’s love and of the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the 
companionship of the Holy Spirit, thanks be to God!  Alleluia.  Amen. 
 
 


