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Praise for
God of the Fairy Tale


“There is Truth woven into the fabric of fairy tales (as indeed there is in all creation). Jim Ware has thoughtfully begun to unravel that Truth. He has listened and heard the echoes of it as they have reverberated throughout the classic children’s stories we all love and thought we knew. He has drawn from his belt the golden goblet and poured the magic, eye-opening potion in our left eye so that, in time, we will begin to see not simply with but through them.”

—MICHAEL CARD, author of A Fragile Stone and Scribbling in the Sand




“Truth has always been found in the most unlikely of places. What a fresh, enlightening perspective to the exercise of seeking out the God of the upside-down kingdom! This is a rare look into the magic mirror, a new twist on who the fairest truly is, and a chance to be awed and inspired by the man behind the curtain.”

—DAN HASELTINE, songwriter, jars of clay




“God of the Fairy Tale is a beautifully written book that treats stories not as an academic exercise but as God-given mysteries to explore. It’s a warm, poetic devotional that turns our eyes to God and allows us to find Him in unlikely places and through unlikely characters. Jim is a remarkable worker of words and stories. Families of all ages can make great use of this marvelous book.”

—PAUL MCCUSKER, author of Epiphany and the Adventures in Odyssey Passages series




“God of the Fairy Tale is a brilliant blend of art and inspiration from a truly gifted writer. Be prepared to recapture the magic of your faith!”

—KURT BRUNER, coauthor of Finding God in the Lord of the Rings




“This is not a safe book! But it is a very good book. It will open your mind to the great truths behind the classic stories you enjoyed in your youth. Plus it will enrich your family as you reread these stories with your children.”

—AL JANSSEN, author of The Marriage Masterpiece




“In Ware’s handling, the classic fairy stories emerge as what C. S. Lewis called good dreams that God sent to the human race—imaginary stories and myths that are analogous to patterns that we find in the Bible and the Christian faith. For Christian readers and parents who have not known what to make of fairy tales, this book provides helpful answers as it sets up a two-way street in which the Christian faith and the genre of the fairy tale reveal the truth and beauty of each other.”

—DR. LELAND RYKEN, professor of English at Wheaton College and author of more than two dozen books, including The Christian Imagination: The Practice of Faith in Literature and Writing




“Jim Ware offers a compelling explanation of not only how literature transforms the soul, but how traditional stories, myths, and fairy tales have ‘come true’ in Christ! Especially helpful for the ‘literature-challenged.’ ”

—HANK HANEGRAAFF, host of the Bible Answer Man radio broadcast
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Prologue

A TREE BY ANOTHER NAME

Finding God in Fairy Tales


I suspect that men have sometimes derived more spiritual sustenance from myths they did not believe than from the religion they professed.

—C. S. LEWIS




True? This very thing I have been telling you is the truest I could dish out for you, my friends, and belongs to my life too, in a certain sense.

—E. T. A. HOFFMAN, “THE GOLDEN FLOWERPOT”



September 1931. A dark and stormy night. Windy, at any rate. On the grounds of Magdalen College, Oxford, two tweed-jacketed, pipe-puffing professors go crunching down the gravel path known as Addison’s Walk under the deeper shadows of an ancient grove of trees—a mysterious, murky wood where, in the blustery darkness, it’s easy to imagine elves among the branches.

“Look!” says the tall, long-faced fellow with the furrowed brow and twinkling eyes of a sage … or a wizard. “There it stands—its feet in the earth, its head among the stars. A majestic miracle of creation! And what do we call it? A tree.” He laughs. “The word falls absurdly short of expressing the thing itself.”

“Of course it does,” responds the other, a round-faced, slightly balding, bespectacled man in his midthirties. “Like any word, it’s just a verbal invention—a symbol of our own poor devising.”

“Exactly,” says the first man. “And here’s my point: Just as a word is an invention about an object or an idea, so a story can be an invention about Truth.”

The other rubs his chin. “I’ve loved stories since I was a boy,” he muses. “You know that, Tollers! Especially stories about heroism and sacrifice, death and resurrection—like the Norse myth of Balder. But when it comes to Christianity … well, that’s another matter. I simply don’t understand how the life and death of someone else (whoever he was) two thousand years ago can help me here and now.”

“But don’t you see, Jack?” persists his friend. “The Christian story is the greatest story of them all. Because it’s the real story. The historical event that fulfills the tales and shows us what they mean. The tree itself—not just a verbal invention.”

Jack stops and turns. “Are you trying to tell me that in the story of Christ … all the other stories have somehow come true?”

A week and a half later, Jack—better known to most of us as C. S. Lewis, teacher, author, defender of the Christian faith, and creator of the beloved Chronicles of Narnia—writes to his friend Arthur Greeves: “I have just passed on from believing in God to definitely believing in Christ—in Christianity. My long night talk with Tolkien had a great deal to do with it.”1

THE STORY ROOTED IN OUR HEARTS

Is it really reasonable to suggest that one can find images of the true God in stories, myths, and fairy tales?

Apparently that’s just what Lewis did—in a sense. But how? What exactly did Jack and “Tollers” (J. R. R. Tolkien, author of The Lord of the Rings) mean when they made the appalling suggestion that “in the story of Christ … all the other stories have somehow come true”? Something induced these two molders and shapers of the modern Christian mind to see life-changing verbal inventions about Truth in the legends and tales they had loved as children, to discover within those stories “other names” for the Tree of Life itself. What was it?

One thing seems certain. They weren’t trying to put fables and fairy stories on a par with Scripture and inspired prophecy. If you had asked, they probably would have told you that the coming of Christ fulfilled the hopes and dreams embodied in, say, “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs” or “The Ugly Duckling” in a very different way than it consummated the messianic expectations of Isaiah or Micah. But fulfill them it did, said Lewis and Tolkien, and for a reason we can’t afford to miss. It has to do with art and the human heart.

“God created man in His own image,” declares Genesis 1:27; “in the image of God He created him.” What is the heart of man but a mirror image of the One who breathed it into existence? The mirror may be cracked and marred, but it has not lost its capacity to reflect its Maker. The soul possesses no absolute life of its own. In spite of itself, it bears witness to its dependency upon Another.

And what is art but the soul’s reflection, however imperfect, of the Light that gives it life and definition? This is supremely true of story art. In stories, the subconscious mind gives voice to some of its most deeply cherished longings. In myths and legends, men and women make desperate attempts to tell one another who they are, why they are here, where they are going, and what they are meant to do. The Tree revealed within our stories has its roots deep within the human heart.

That’s why stories make particularly promising hunting grounds for spiritual treasure seekers. At least writer G. K. Chesterton thought so. And it was precisely the human connection between story art and the image of God in man that led him to this conclusion. “He who has no sympathy with myths,” said Chesterton, “has no sympathy with men.”2


All this mythological business belongs to the poetical part of men … unless these things are appreciated artistically, they are not appreciated at all.… The life of man is a story; an adventure story; and in our vision the same is true even of the story of God.3



The apostle Paul had something like this in mind when, on Mars Hill, he spoke to the pagan Greeks about their “gropings” after God (Acts 17:27). “As also some of your own poets [storytellers or mythmakers] have said, ‘For we are also His offspring’ ” (verse 28). The writer of Ecclesiastes pinpointed it, too, with his brief but telling reference to “eternity in their hearts” (Ecclesiastes 3:11). Rebel though he may be, man cannot escape the fact that he bears the stamp of God’s image. Evidences of this truth, veiled or otherwise, confront him at every turn. But they come through with special clarity in the stories he tells.

DIVINE DISCONTENT

But it’s not quite enough to claim that the gospel fulfills stories simply because they are stories. For stories, as we know, can be either good or bad. To put it another way, some stories reflect the Divine Image only in a negative way; they bear witness to it by denying or violently defacing it. But such is not the case with fairy tales—not according to our two venerable Oxford dons. What led them to suggest the existence of a direct link between the Story that came to life in Bethlehem and tales about kings, princesses, and enchanted frogs?

To begin with, fairy tales whisper to us of our deep need. The best fairy tale is a story you wish would come true. And this wish, in its turn, is merely the obverse side of a confession. It’s an admission that, in and of ourselves, we are incomplete.

It’s significant that in Old English the word spell meant “story.” For stories, and fairy tales in particular, cast a kind of spell over the hearer. As they work their magic, the ears of our hearts are opened, and we hear, perhaps as if for the first time, the voice of the Imago Dei calling us to rise up and claim our eternal birthright. In that moment, whether we’re capable of articulating it or not, we suddenly realize that, as Paul wrote, “we are also His offspring” (Acts 17:28). We are roused by the stirrings of divine discontent. Like Scuffy the little tugboat, we know that we were “meant for bigger things.”

Such rumblings of discontent have sent many a fairy-tale hero spinning off into unlikely adventures. Like the boy in the Grimm brothers’ tale who was happy to get the “creeps” if only it meant experiencing something new and different. He had something in common with that “Brave Little Tailor” who went out into the world just to “try his luck.” So did Jennie, the little dog who plays the central role in Maurice Sendak’s modern-day fairy tale Higglety Pigglety Pop! Driven by these same nameless stirrings, Jennie packed her black leather bag with gold buckles, left her bowls, her pillows, and her red sweater behind, and headed out into the great unknown. Why? “I am discontented,” she said, when asked for an explanation. “I want something I do not have. There must be more to life than having everything!”4

There must be more to life. That suspicion haunts each and every one of us. And not without good reason—because there really is.

“Man’s chief end,” declares the Westminster Shorter Catechism, “is to glorify God, and enjoy him forever.” Thus, as Augustine says, “Our heart is restless until it repose in Thee.”5 No wonder we have this nagging feeling that something must be missing. No wonder we’re unhappy with schemes and plans of our own devising. Impressive as they may be, they are but crumbling sandcastles beside the radiant fairy palaces God has prepared for us in our everlasting home.

THE WITCH IN THE GINGERBREAD HOUSE

But fairy tales do more than tantalize and inspire with visions of beautiful and distant lands—of a country that lies “further up and further in,” as in C. S. Lewis’s depiction of heaven in the Chronicles of Narnia.6 They also remind us that the journey to that marvelous place is fraught with peril. When we travel in the company of fairy-tale heroes or heroines, we soon find that the world is far more dangerous and sinister than we had suspected. The gingerbread house may drip with sweetness, and its sugarcoated roof tiles may be studded with frosted gumdrops. But be forewarned: A witch lurks inside. And she eats little children.

This vision of the world as a kind of Venus’s-flytrap—bright, beautiful, and malevolent—is fundamental to fairy stories. Dazzlements and delights notwithstanding, evil is an ever-present threat in the land of Faerie. In fact, the unspeakable glory and light of that land owe their power largely to the contrasting darkness and ugliness of its less attractive corners. For many grotesque and daunting dangers lie hidden in the underbrush beside the path that leads through the enchanted wood. Hags with sagging lips. Dogs with eyes as big as mill wheels. Reeking dragons. Scheming dwarfs. Cold, cruel enchantresses.

What’s more, the inhabitants of the fairy world don’t seem to be particularly surprised at this. They take it for granted that certain parts of the forest are to be avoided at all costs. They understand that the prince cannot rescue the sleeping princess without first hacking his way through a thick hedge of deadly thorns. They know that Dorothy must face the witch before returning to Kansas. In short, they lack the naiveté of those modern anchormen who still express shock and disbelief at the horrendous crimes that loom so large in the daily news. Because in Faerie, ogres cook houseguests, parents abandon children in the woods, bridegrooms dismember brides, and wicked little men steal firstborn babies almost every day. No wonder some readers find the Grimms’ tales so grim and Hans Christian Andersen’s stories so sad. Fairy tales, unlike a great deal of modern psychology and sociology, take sin and evil seriously. They acknowledge the reality of darkness. And they admit that it stands as an almost impassable obstacle between man and his rightful destiny. This is why we do readers—even very young readers—a disservice when we sanitize and soften the violence and brutality that figure so significantly in many traditional fairy stories. In so doing, we weaken the power of the tales and rob them of their full impact.

GOOD NEWS

That’s not the end of the story, of course. For fairy stories, as we all know—at least the best and truest examples of the genre—have happy endings. Sin may be deep and black. Evil may be as strong as a tower of adamant. The wicked Queen may know spells that will enable her to search out and destroy the heroine wherever she hides. The Dark Lord may possess powers beyond belief. But in the end they all will be defeated. Virtue and innocence will triumph at the last. That’s the good news.

And so it happens in case after case. Cinderella rises out of oppression and obscurity to marry the prince. Gerda’s love overpowers the Snow Queen’s enchantments, leading to a reunion with her dear friend. Jack returns home with the giant’s treasure. Snow White and Sleeping Beauty awake at the touch of a kiss.

And there’s more. Not only are the good rewarded, but the wicked reap the bitter fruits of their Machiavellian machinations. What a deep sense of satisfaction we all feel when, at the climax of “Snow White and Rose Red,” the conniving old dwarf falls beneath the bear’s paw; when Hansel and Gretel cook the witch’s goose; or when Snow White’s stepmother is forced to dance in red-hot shoes until she falls down dead. In the world of Faerie, justice is always served. Evildoers get their comeuppance. Everyone lives happily ever after.

Many of us are so accustomed to this familiar feature of the fairy story that it no longer affects us as what it really is: a plot twist of the most exquisite unexpectedness. Tolkien coined a word for it: eucatastrophe—a “good calamity”—an overthrow or turnaround that works out for the best. This eucatastrophe, as Tolkien understood it, is a symbol of hope beyond belief. And he rightly pointed out that it is precisely here that the parallel between fairy tales and the gospel begins to emerge most unmistakably.

“It is not difficult to imagine the peculiar excitement and joy that one would feel,” he wrote, “if any specially beautiful fairy-story were found to be ‘primarily’ true, its narrative to be history.… The joy would have exactly the same quality, if not the same degree, as the joy which the ‘turn’ in a fairy-story gives: such joy has the very taste of primary truth.… It looks forward … to the Great Eucatastrophe.”7

BETTER NEWS

But the good news doesn’t stop there. It gets even better.

Fairy stories do not merely tell us that good triumphs over evil. That would be a fairly generic message, and fairy tales don’t deal in generics. No, their tonic is far more bracing, far more astringent, far more specific than that. Fairy tales spell out the details. They describe for us exactly how the light prevails and dispels the darkness. And it’s at this point that their character as foreshadowings of the gospel—the god spell or Good Story we’ve waited so long to hear—becomes most pronounced.

First, fairy tales declare that the victory over evil is accomplished by means of a radical turning of the tables. They make the bold and shocking claim that this battle is fought not by might, nor by power, but in weakness; not by kings and warriors, but by the humble and meek; not with sword and shield, but with luck and pluck. In other words, they proclaim a message of breathtakingly amazing grace.

Examples are almost too many to enumerate. Jack’s mother thinks him a simpleton and a fool for taking a handful of beans in exchange for the cow … until those beans enable him to bring home a hen that lays golden eggs. Cinderella is despised, rejected, and consigned to the ash heap like the lowliest of servants … but her foot alone fits the glass slipper. Kings, dukes, earls, and knights cannot draw the sword from the stone … but Wart, Sir Ector’s scrawny foster son, does so with ease. It’s always the youngest and smallest of the farmer’s seven sons who defeats the ogre, climbs the glass mountain, or wins the princess—just as David, unlikeliest of the sons of Jesse, was anointed to be Israel’s greatest king. The first become last and the last, first.

But this victory is not won without great cost. Grace may be amazing, but it is not cheap. And this, too, is something that fairy tales illustrate through powerful, unforgettable imagery.

“My life,” wrote Hans Christian Andersen in the opening lines of his Autobiography, “is a beautiful fairy tale.”8 If so, it was a fairy tale filled with dark ironies, painful losses, unexpected twists, and unavoidable sacrifices. Andersen’s early life was marked by hardship, poverty, bereavement, and disappointment. As a student and a struggling young writer, he knew what it was like to live in a freezing garret and subsist on gruel. Even as a mature and successful author, he was shy and awkward and found it difficult to relate to other adults in social settings. His love for Jenny Lind, a popular singer of the day, went unexpressed and unrequited. In reflecting on this rather tragic aspect of Andersen’s personal story—and the indelible mark it has left upon his literary work—critic Naomi Lewis says, “Our wishes, it seems … are fulfilled more often than we expect, but not always in the way we desire. There is always a price to be paid.”9

A price to be paid. Perhaps this is why redemptive suffering plays such an important role in Andersen’s world. Such suffering is in the very atmosphere his imaginary heroes and heroines breathe. It’s the backdrop against which they play out their memorable histories.

For example, in “The Wild Swans,” young Elise endures toil, pain, misunderstanding, persecution, imprisonment, and near death in her attempts to rescue her twelve brothers from an evil spell. Rather than harm a hair of her beloved prince’s head, the Little Mermaid casts away her last dying hope and becomes foam on the surface of the sea. The Steadfast Tin Soldier bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things for love.

Who can ponder all this without being reminded of the great Suffering Redeemer? The One who paid the price for us all? “A man of sorrows,” Isaiah calls Him, “and acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3). A man who, like Andersen’s Ugly Duckling, “was despised, and we did not esteem Him” (verse 3).


Surely He has borne our griefs

And carried our sorrows;

Yet we esteemed Him stricken,

Smitten by God, and afflicted.

But He was wounded for our transgressions,

He was bruised for our iniquities;

The chastisement for our peace was upon Him,

And by His stripes we are healed. (Isaiah 53:4–5)



THE HAPPIEST ENDING

Strange, isn’t it, that this should be the sort of thing that finally won an intellect like C. S. Lewis to the Christian faith? Yet so it was. As a result of that “long night talk with Tolkien,” he came to realize that the thing he had been groping after all his life—the thing he had perceived so clearly in myths, poems, fables, sagas, and fairy stories—was actually there to be encountered in all of its glorious reality. As he expressed it in one of his later writings:


The heart of Christianity is a myth which is also a fact.… It happens—at a particular date, in a particular place, followed by definable historical consequences.… By becoming fact it does not






READING THROUGH CHRIST-COLORED GLASSES
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