SAM KOENEN

FAIRY TALES
and the
MORAL IMAGINATION

"Fairy Tales are more than true; not because
they tell us that dragons exist, but because they
tell us that dragons can be beaten."
—G.K. Chesterton

CHAPTER 1

Definitions
Let us begin by defining our terms: what exactly do we mean
by "moral imagination" and "fairy tale"?
Moral Imagination

“When children have a catalog of good stories
in their heads and hearts, they have a reference
point, a script, which helps them know how to
act virtuously in their story.”

"Imagination" is, of course, our image-making faculty, the human faculty that allows us to envision what is not immediately
present to the senses. Imagination allows us to perceive possibilities, potentialities, how things could be--or more specific to our
purposes--how things should be. Seeing the world in terms of
how it should be involves the moral imagination.
In the realm of ethics, the moral imagination is absolutely essential, for it allows us to transfer abstract ethical concepts into practical, everyday living, to envision practical applications, and especially to relate to the suffering and trials of another person. Empathy, for instance, requires imagination, to put ourselves in another’s situation. Love also requires imagination; Paul writes
that "Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things,
endures all things" (1 Cor. 13:7). How can love bear all things,
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hope all things? How can love hope for the best for the beloved unless love can imagine the beloved becoming other
than he is? Hope and perseverance both depend on the
imagination envisioning a world that could be different from
the present reality.

hateful" (29). According to Lewis, in order to have virtue, in
order to develop proper moral responses to the world, one
must first assume that there is an objective morality--a set of
responses that are proper. Then, one must internalize this set
of responses until they are second nature, until the responses
come without much logical thought to prompt them. When
young people have internalized these proper emotional responses to the external world, they have cultivated their
moral imagination--the faculty of proper emotional and ethical response to the external world. A properly trained moral
imagination allows us to have the proper emotional responses
to a situation and to act in the proper way to that situation.
(Hopefully, you can see how this is tied to wisdom in the Hebrew sense (chokma): the art of living well, of knowing and to
doing what is right.)
Moral philosophers have long expressed a vital connection between imagination and morality. In his book on moral imagination Vigen Guroian explains that the “moral imagination
is not a thing, not even so much a faculty, as the very process
by which the self makes metaphors out of images given by experience and then employs these metaphors to find and suppose moral correspondences in experience” (24). The moral
imagination is the process by which we draw analogies from
an imaginary world--the world as it should be--with the world
as it actually is. These analogies and metaphors then help us
know how to act in particular situations.

One of the best-known expositions of the moral imagination
is in The Abolition of Man, in which C. S. Lewis argues that the
development of moral imagination (or "practical reason" as
he called it) is a central goal in education. Young people
must be taught "to feel pleasure, liking, disgust, and hatred at
those things that really are pleasant, likeable, disgusting, and
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There is much more to be said about the nuances of the
moral imagination, but for now let us define the moral imagination as the ability to discern a righteous response to any
given situation.

Like our other faculties and skills, we can strengthen our
moral imaginations, or those of our students, through nurture and exercise. And one of the chief ways of beefing up
the moral imagination is through imaginative literature.
Reading stories and poems gives us a vast library of symbolic
information about the shape and moral fabric of our world
(Guroian, 18). As Alisdair MacIntyre asserts,
“It is through hearing about wicked stepmothers, lost children, good but misguided kings, wolves that suckle twin
boys, youngest sons who receive no inheritance but must
make their own way in the world and eldest sons who waste
their inheritance...that children learn or mislearn what a
child and what a parent is, what the cast of characters may
be in the drama into which they have been born and what
the ways of the world are. Deprive children of stories and
you leave them unscripted, anxious stutterers in their actions as in their words” (After Virtue, 216).
Stories teach us the texture of reality, help us position ourselves in our proper place, enable us to pick the right side.
They give us a lifetime of vicarious experience to help us see
the world as it really is. When children have a catalog of
good stories in their heads and hearts, they have a reference
point, a script, which helps them know how to act virtuously
in their story.

Awakening
Why must this faculty be awakened? Anyone who has ever
had recess duty has a ready answer to this question. The
moral imagination must be awakened because "in Adam's
fall,/We sinned all." Righteousness is not a natural condition
of human beings, even of those who have been regenerated
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by the Holy Spirit. Training in righteousness requires, well,
training, education, sanctification.

loves toward their proper objects, to order the student’s loves
so that he feels the right type and degree of love for each
thing. With properly ordered loves, the student will be able to
respond to the world in the proper way--he will have a fully
awakened moral imagination.

But "to awaken" something implies that it is sleeping. In
what sense is a student's moral imagination "asleep"? Well,

Fairy Tale
So, how do we awaken love? How do we orient a young
man's love for the proper things? For C. S. Lewis, this happened through a fairy tale. As a young man, Lewis had abandoned Christianity for an atheistic rationalism; he had a deterministic vision of the world, believing it to be governed by
chemical and mechanical laws, and trusting that human reason was mankind’s only sure guide. But when he read
George MacDonald's fairy tale Phantastes on a train ride, he
found himself suddenly transformed by the story.
"What it did to me," said Lewis, "was to convert, even to
baptise...my imagination" ("Introduction" to Phantastes, v).
The fairy tale challenged his reductive, deterministic rationalism with an imaginary vision of the world as a place where
love and beauty were far more important than chemistry and
genes; where the world was not a machine, but a gift.
Though the story was about Fairy Land, Lewis realized that
he had become enchanted not with another world but with
"the quality of the real universe, the divine, magical, terrifying, and ecstatic reality in which we all live...what I learned

Jesus taught us that "where our treasure is, there our heart is
also." Love motivates all of our actions; when we love God
properly, our actions are aligned toward Christ. When we
love something in place of God, our actions are warped. All
of us, including our students, have deep loves that motivate
our actions. The true purpose of education is to orient these
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to love in Phantastes was goodness" (xii). Lewis explains why
this happened by describing how a fairy story affects its
reader: "[A fairy story] goes beyond the expression of things
we have already felt. It arouses in us sensations we have
never had before, never anticipated having, as though we had
broken out of our normal mode of consciousness and 'pos-

This sounds promising! Notice how Lewis's comments bring
together everything we've discussed so far about the moral
imagination: fairy tales shock us fully awake and cause us to
love goodness by baptizing our imagination. A fairy story
awakened Lewis’s love for goodness; eventually, fairy stories
and imagination even led to Lewis’s conversion to Christianity. And so, let us take a closer look at what makes fairy stories so well suited for this awakening of moral imagination.

sessed joys not promised to our birth.' It gets under our skin,
hits us at a level deeper than our thoughts or even our passions, troubles oldest certainties till all questions are reopened, and in general shocks us more fully awake than we are for
most of our lives" ("Introduction" to Phantastes: x, emphasis
added).
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CHAPTER 2

What a Fairy Tale Is
Every fairy tale has two essential characteristics:
1. A journey to an unusual place that is at once strange and yet
familiar. This place is unsought and reached by accident or
without the hero’s conscious knowledge.
2. After his or her adventures in this unusual place, the hero returns home and is clearly the better for the journey. This is
the central purpose of the story: sanctification, to make the
hero a better person.

“And when love for this world is awakened, the
reader's moral imagination will also be
awakened, for the things we love, we take care
of, we protect and cultivate.”

Though many types of stories involve journeys, only fairy tales
take the heroes to the world of Faerie, an odd, enchanting, dangerous land, at once completely foreign and hauntingly familiar.
Faerie is also called the Perilous Realm, because it is simultaneously achingly sublime and terrifyingly deadly. It has beauty and
danger in the same degree, and the hero often finds both just
around the next bend in the path.
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Faerie can also take many shapes and names: Narnia,
Middle-Earth, Terebithia, Neverland, Wonderland, Logres,
the Wild Wood, Camelot. Regardless of the name, however,
fairy stories always involve protagonists who are profoundly
ordinary--often uncomfortably familiar. And almost without
exception, these ordinary heroes find their way into Faerie by

without instruction or guide or purpose is a strangely beautiful land. They have no choice but to choose a promising direction and start walking.
Almost immediately, something happens to our hero, something that usually involves a decision, a moral response. The
hero finds himself facing the Impossible Task: either having
to complete some overwhelmingly difficult task or having to
obey some ridiculously arbitrary command. Inevitably, the
hero fails. He proves to be too ordinarily human, his moral
imagination underdeveloped.
Despite the failure, however, help always comes from some
source beyond the hero: Aslan arrives, the Eagles appear
over Mount Doom, an old woman is actually Wisdom Incarnate, Mole trips over Badger's door-scraper. In the darkest
moment, a light appears, "a grace at the zero point" (Guite,
18). But this help does not perform the task or obedience for
the hero--this is a vital point. The unexpected help gives the
hero just enough grace so that he can accomplish the task or
obey the command. The Chronicles of Narnia and the Lord of
the Rings are filled with examples of this. Aslan's face appears
in a book of spells just before Lucy falls to the temptation of
Eve's Pride, yet she must still close the book herself and complete her assigned task. The hobbits repeatedly find hospitality just as the dark of doom falls, as when the elves of Lothlorien deliver them from pursuing orcs, yet the hobbits must
continue toward Mount Doom on their own. The elves aid

accident. They wander into it, sometimes literally stumbling,
sometimes awaking to find their bedroom transformed into a
forest, their sink a spring. Something or someone has
brought them there, very much without their permission.
And that something or someone is nowhere around to give
an account for his actions. The protagonists find themselves
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them with important gifts, but cannot complete the task for
them.

kinder. His moral imagination has been fully awakened, and
he returns home better equipped to live in a world where the
monsters and dangers aren’t always so obvious. His laughter
is richer, his love stronger, and his life more vital. So it is with
the great Samwise Gamgee when he returns to his beloved
Shire. He is the same old Sam, but there is a rich, loamy
strength in him, the vitality and resilience of green, growing
things has become part of his very soul.

This is vital for the purpose of fairy-tales: the hero can grow
in virtue and character only by completing the task or obeying the command. Character comes in the persevering
through trials; virtue is developed in that terrible moment
when we must choose to do the right thing, come what may.
A fairy-story must end with the hero coming home and seeing his own proper world with new eyes--and a greater love.
According to C.S. Lewis, this is the essential purpose of fairy-

Eventually, the task is passed, though often at some cost to
the hero, and he (or she) has become wiser, braver, and
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stories: “[The reader of a fairy tale] does not despise real
woods because he has read of enchanted woods: the reading
makes all real woods a little enchanted” ("On Three Ways of Writing for Children", 38). And when love for this world is awakened, the reader's moral imagination will also be awakened,
for the things we love, we take care of, we protect and cultivate. By passing vicariously through Fairy Land with the
hero, the reader undergoes the same moral development as
the protagonist--and closes the book a more virtuous person.
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CHAPTER 3

Is Neverland Real?
A few months ago, I started reading Peter Pan to my kids. Before
we were five pages into the story, my son asked the inevitable
question: “Is Neverland a real place?” I knew how important
this question was, so I looked my son straight in the eyes and
said, “You bet it is.”

“Fairy-tales are mirrors by which we see our
world truly, windows that reveal heaven, and
transposed symphonies that make the music of
the spheres audible to our fallen ears.”

“Of course Neverland is a real place,” I told my son, “Wendy,
John, and Michael are going to spend a long time there. And we
wouldn’t have a book to read if Neverland didn’t exist.” This
only encouraged the next question: “Can we go there?” Just as
confidently, I told him that we are going there that very night, if
we stayed awake until chapter 4. We were going there in our
imaginations.
In his brilliant essay “On Fairy Stories“, required reading for
anyone who really wants to get to the heart of this stuff, J.R.R.
Tolkien explains how the writer of fairy tales must invent an
imaginary world for his hero to have adventures in. Because this
world must be simultaneously recognizable and foreign to the
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reader, the author has to create his new world very much
along the lines of our own world. For this reason, Tolkien
called such authors “sub-creators” since their act of creation
so closely imitated the Creator. On our first visit Narnia,
Neverland, and Middle Earth all seem to have been made ex
nihilo, but the more time we spend there, the more recognizable and familiar they seem--the more they remind us of
home.

and so every human act of making testifies to the Creator.
Even fallen and rebellious human creativity both depends on
and witnesses to the God who made everything. As Tolkien
explains in his poem "Mythopoeia",
"Disgraced he may be, yet is not dethroned,
and keeps the rags of lordship once he owned,
his world-dominion by creative act:
not his to worship the great Artefact,
man, sub-creator, the refracted light
through whom is splintered from a single White
to many hues, and endlessly combined
in living shapes that move from mind to mind."
The sub-creator functions like a prism, refracting the white
light of primary creation in order to make visible all the various hues of its beauty. The beauty of secondary creation is
the refracted, latent beauty of primary creation.
George MacDonald voiced a similar view regarding fairytales, comparing them to a looking glass that help us see the
hidden beauty of our primary creation. In his marvelous
fairy-tale Phantastes, George MacDonald explains that an ordinary room or plain face can somehow become enchanted
and lovely when reflected in a mirror (66ff.). The reflected
room is very familiar and yet foreign enough to draw our attention. This shift in perspective causes us to study the reflection, attempting to discover the source of the alluring strangeness, the beauty of the reflection. When we finally turn away

For Tolkien, sub-creation is a fundamental human activity,
and essential to the imago Dei. Every act of human creation
draws from the materials of God's original work of creation,
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from the mirror we begin to study the room itself, looking for
its latent, unrefracted beauty. Our eyes have been opened,
and we begin to love the old, familiar, ordinary room in a
deeper way.

have greater joy and nobility, having realized that Narnia is
only Earth in microcosm. Middle Earth is only one side of
True Earth; Perelandra is possible only because of the terrestrial Tellus.

Fairy stories function in the same way: as secondary worlds,
they are built on the materials of our primary world--they
are reflections (or refractions). Fairy Land enchants us so
readily because the world it presents is so familiar that we feel
like we belong to it, that we have a right to enter it. Yet fairy
worlds are immediately strange as well; their very setting engages our curiosity and makes us want to enter. And once we
enter, we realize that beauty and wonder and love are dripping off the trees (sometimes literally). Beauty teaches us the
truth about how the world is, awakening our love and desire
to imitate the goodness we see in Fairy Land.
By amplifying beauty and ugliness, good and evil, authors of
fairy tales help us to see the realities of our own world with
clearer eyes. Fairy tales function like the clever light in a master painting or photograph: by drawing our attention to overlooked details, we see them anew. We see them as they always
are, but not as we usually see them. As Lewis puts it, stories
can set "before us an image of what reality may well be like
at some more central region" (“On Stories”, 15). Thus, we
fall in love with Narnia and Neverland, Middle Earth and
Faerie Land, because they have taught us about our own,
true home. When we put down the fairy tale, our lives will

This transformative power of fairy-stories is essential to our
discussion. If fairy-stories can change us by the mere reading
of them, if they can awaken love and wonder for the primary
world, then they also will awaken the moral imagination. By
arousing a greater attention to the world, fairy-stories also
cause our students to have a greater care for the world. And
the greater care they have for the world and the people in it,
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the greater care they will have for the God who made it.
This is the goal of all classical, Christian education: to turn
the hearts and loves of our students to Christ, their Creator.
Or as Lewis would put it, to give them chests to unite their
reason and desires in virtuous emotions and actions.

ward prayer of every Christian. But later in the poem, Herbert states that it is quite possible to really see God in all
things: "A man that looks on glass,/On it may stay his eye;/
Or if he pleaseth, through it pass,/And then the heav'n espy"
(ll. 9-12). When we look at the glass of a window--especially
the imperfect glass of the seventeenth century--we can
choose to see either our reflection in the window or what lies
beyond the window. We can use the glass as either a mirror
or a window. Or, better yet, Herbert argues, we can use the
glass as both, choosing to have eyes that see both the goodness and beauty of God's creation (mirror) as well as seeing in
a created object the goodness and beauty of the Creator.
This double-vision allows us to see the world rightly. As Herbert puts it, this type of vision is the "famous stone/That turneth all to gold" (ll. 21-22). It turns drudgery divine, the begger into a brother. This vision is essential for a fully functional moral imagination, for righteousness. Without this vision, we cannot see the world or our neighbor rightly, and
therefore cannot love or act as we should.
Since fairy-tales function as mirror-windows and teach us
how to love our world more truly, they are a helpful tool in
cultivating Herbert's double-vision. Malcolm Guite, a contemporary poet-priest, recently explained the purpose of poetry in terms familiar to this morning's discussion: “To hear
snatches from the huge unknowable symphony of experience, to catch them and transpose them into a key that reso-

To pull all of these ideas together, let's look briefly at a poem
by George Herbert, a seventeenth century poet-priest. In
"The Elixir", Herbert begins with a simple prayer: "Teach
me, my God and King,/In all things thee to see,/And what I
do in anything,/To do it as for thee" (ll. 1-4). A straightfor14

and boistrous irreverence points to the true joy of innocence.
The courage and sacrifice of Middle Earth is the nobility of
earthly mothers who raise kids alone, of those who labor
faithfully at thankless jobs, of those who serve the ungrateful,
and those who fight against injustice with their very lives.
The clarity and goodness of Narnia are the natural results of
a life lived in peace with God–with Aslan.

nates with our understanding, so that at some point they harmonise with that unheard melody from heaven we are always
trying to hear--that is the purpose of poetry” (Faith, Hope, and
Poetry, 23). It is also the purpose, to some degree, of fairystory, and we would do well to make ourselves and our students much more familiar with them. Fairy-tales are mirrors
by which we see our world truly, windows that reveal heaven,
and transposed symphonies that make the music of the
spheres audible to our fallen ears.
And so, I answered my son by telling him that Neverland is a
very real place. Neverland is our world–all its zany frolicking
15

CHAPTER 4

What a Fairy Tale Isn’t
Before discussing some actual fairy tales, we must address another common and misguided objection to fairy-tales, an objection often extended to any kind of imaginative literature. Talk
about the importance of fairy-tales to anyone in our modern
world, and you are almost certain to hear your arguments rebutted with the charge of escapism: encouraging young people to
read fairy-tales is encouraging them to disengage with the
world, to ignore its problems by fleeing to some alternate reality.

“By reengaging the imagination and integrating
it once again with reason, fairy-tales create a
harmony of human faculties in their readers.”

The first part of this talk has already defined the true purpose
of fairy-tales, but there is much more to be said about the
charge of escapism, for escapism is a real sin and therefore a
real temptation. Escapism is a refusal to obey God's commands
to rule the earth and subdue it; escapism is to love shadows
more than substance, symbols more than significance, to love
the art and scorn the reality. But the way we can strengthen our
student's resistance to escapism is not by keeping them from
fairy-tales, but by giving them piles of fairy-tales to read--and
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piles of poetry, novels, plays, and every other type of imaginative literature. Let me explain.

ennobling--virtue, reason, art, freedom of will, artistic
talent--simply result from genes expressing themselves variously.
In an attempt to classify and order the world solely through
human reason, Modernism flattened the many-splendored
world into a deterministic machine driven by the irrefutable
cogs of genetics and chemical reactions. Modernism dismissed as irrelevant and unreliable much that makes us human, and unfortunately the Church has bought in to much
of the modern reductionism.
The problem with modernism is not its complete dependence
on genetics and chemistry (which are true, good, and beautiful and an important part of God’s primary creation); the
problem is with the story that modernism tells of the world.
Modernism’s story is that mankind is not a sub-creator, not
the steward of creation, not even an organism--he is merely a
set of mechanistic responses to his environment.

Modernism, the reigning vision of the world for the last three
centuries has been one of reductive materialism, a purely rational assertion that everything around us, including ourselves, consists of nothing but atoms pinging off each other.
There is nothing transcendent or supernatural, and therefore
there is no ultimate meaning or purpose in the world. Humans have no ultimate calling, but must create their own reason for being. Anything the ancients believed to be

One of unifying themes in Tolkien's and Lewis's writing is
their militant stand against modern reductionism. They believed that their task as writers was to craft new myths for a
modern world, new paradigmatic stories that embodied an
older, more human vision of the world. These new myths
were aimed at the imagination of their readers, for Lewis and
Tolkien knew that by stirring the imagination, wonder and
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love are awakened. And once the "beauty-hungering heart"
(Kreeft, Jesus Shock) awoke, it would melt the frozen mind and
will.

son Tolkien sang poetic praise of those who wrote such stories:
"Blessed are the legend-makers with their rhyme
of things not found within recorded time...
They have seen Death and ultimate defeat,
and yet they would not in despair retreat,
but oft to victory have turned the lyre
and kindled hearts with legendary fire,
illuminating Now and dark Hath-been
with light of suns as yet by no man seen” (“Mythopoeia”).
By reading and rereading fairy-tales, we take up arms against
the slings and arrows of an outrageous worldview. We fight
against the principalities and powers of this present darkness
(Eph. 6:12).
And so, far from escaping from the primary world, fairy-tales
allow us to escape from the modern myth of the world. Fairy
tales proclaim that the world is full of love, wonder, and
beauty, that there is mystery and divinity, that humans are capable of ennobling acts of sacrifice and courage, of wisdom
and grace. Fairy tales tell us that all the world is a gift. Writing about this very topic, C. S. Lewis said that The Wind in the
Willows seems the grossest kind of escapism: the characters
are as carefree as children but as free to order their lives as
adults. But instead of sending us back to our ordinary lives
discontented, we find that this story has given us a great desire to enjoy the simplest pleasures of life: "food, sleep, exer-

For Lewis and Tolkien, and for many thinkers after them, the
antidote to modernism is through imaginative literature-especially myth and fairy-tale. By reengaging the imagination and integrating it once again with reason, fairy-tales create a harmony of human faculties in their readers; they are
keys to the dungeon of the Giant Modernism. For this rea-
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cise, friendship, the face of nature, even (in a sense) religion…And in the same way the whole story, paradoxically
enough, strengthens our relish for real life. This excursion
into the preposterous sends us back with renewed pleasure
into the actual" (“On Stories”, 14).

And through fairy-tales, through stories, we can take our students by the hand and say, "Here. Look, love. And live in
the freedom and joy you were created for."

Fairy-tales do indeed encourage escaping, but it is an escape
from the dirt and grit of a parking lot to the cool air of a
mountain meadow, from a hovel to a castle, from mudpuddles to a holiday at the beach. God has given us a world
that is far bigger than we are, full of mystery and beauty.
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CHAPTER 5

Teaching Fairy Tales
Let's take a look at two actual fairy-tales and consider how they
could awaken the moral imagination of our students. First,
some general comments on teaching fairy-tales:

“Character is developed by enduring difficulty,
not by being rescued from it.”

1. Don’t just focus on meaning. There is so much more to
a story than just a theme or message. In fact, the reason people
write stories, especially fairy-stories, is to communicate truths
that cannot be communicated in other ways. In stories meaning
is conveyed through character, symbol, metaphor, motif, plot,
pattern, and a myriad other ways. You don’t need to explore
them all with your class, but discuss some of them. If you focus
only on meaning, you will be propagating the modern myth,
and teaching your students that a story is merely a kernel of
truth surrounded by a lot of superfluous chaff. You will also
miss much of the beauty of the story. Much of the truth in fairy
tales can only be understood through the experience of reading
the story, rather than through discursive analysis.
2. Awaken wonder in your students. Read the story as
much like a child as you can, and discuss it as an object of wonder. In your discussions, spend time talking about your favorite
20

parts. Draw their attention to the story’s beauty. Read
aloud, especially the sections that are really well-written, even
if they aren’t essential to the plot or theme. Arouse the students’ curiosity and delight. Pose dilemmas for them to solve,
change the details of the story and have them figure out what
the characters would do in the new situations. In short, give
their imaginations a kick in the pants.

waiting until the rhetoric school to have our students start
wrestling with it. Pinocchio’s desire to be a real boy implies
that he is not yet really a boy; Pinocchio understands that he
is not yet what he should be. And the central problem Pinocchio
faces is the difficulty in being good, in becoming morally responsible.

3. Move toward application. The point of reading these
stories is to allow them to work on you, to transform you.
Show your students how this is to be done. In each discussion move toward an answer to the question, “What does this
reading require of us? How do we need to change?” And
don’t be afraid of simple answers. If you’ve been faithful in
drawing out what is true and beautiful in the story, you
should have no problem finding the story’s goodness--and discovering much about yourself that needs to change.
Pinocchio
We are all familiar with the story of Pinocchio in one form or
another. Hopefully, you first met Pinocchio in Carlo Collodi’s story instead of the Disney film (or worse yet, in Shrek).
Regardless of the form, Pinocchio’s story is his search to become a real boy.

The original Pinocchio, Collodi’s Pinocchio, is bad from the
beginning, and his actions repeatedly bring suffering to others. Throughout the first part of the novel, “woodenness” becomes a very apt metaphor for Pinocchio, since he is defined,
as Vigen Guroian says, by “a hard head, undisciplined pas-

The central theme of this story is the answer to a very important question: What does it mean to be human? This is a vital
question for every human to answer, and we should not be
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sions, and a misdirected will that resists good advice” (42). In
fact, when the classical philosopher-cricket rebukes his selfishness and calls him to a more virtuous path, Pinocchio
squashes him flat with one of Geppetto’s mallets. (Can you
imagine if he’d done that to Jiminy Cricket in the Disney
film?)

we see the necessary elements of Faërie: unexpected, unexplained help coming in the form of transformative grace, sacramental grace that changes the hero and strengthens him
for the task he has been given.
The Blue Fairy revives Pinocchio and begins his moral instruction; the central theme in her instruction is to help Pinocchio understand his proper relationship to his father, Geppetto. She teaches him to respect his parent and obey him;
to be a fully grown man, the Fairy explains, Pinocchio must
begin by “being a good boy.” And so, in response to the
grace, mercy, and love the Blue Fairy has shown him, Pinocchio seeks to live an obedient life.

Children reading Collodi’s Pinocchio should remark how disobedient and mean Pinocchio is. And their teachers or parents should gently show them how very much like Pinocchio
we all are. This is the beginning of the moral imagination:
to provide an image that incarnates principles of righteousness and so make them tangible to children (and to us).
When children grasp that they are indeed like Pinocchio,
they can also begin wrestling with the fact that they are not
what they should be. They know very well what the standard
of obedience is in their house or classroom, yet they have a
very difficult time measuring up to it, just as Pinocchio does.
Again, parents and teachers can point out that we all have
“hard heads, undisciplined passions, and a misdirected will
that resists” wise counsel. We know the good that we should
do, and often want to do, and which we so often fail to do.

The answer to Pinocchio’s question about being a real human is grace--grace unmerited turns our hearts of stone (or
wood in this case) into hearts of flesh, making obedience possible. God’s grace makes our goodness possible. Because of
the grace he has shown us, we are thankful. And we show
our thankfulness through our obedience, for if we love Jesus,
we will keep his commands.
Pinocchio has a new heart, but he is still deeply flawed. He is
led astray from the Blue Fairy and falls into terrible misfortunes. But the Blue Fairy appears to him again, and her instruction once again restores him. At this point in the story,
Pinocchio learns that what makes him human is not being

Grace and love are what change Pinocchio. In Collodi’s
story Pinocchio is actually hanged on a tree by assassins, but
rescued and nursed back to health by the Blue Fairy. Here
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good, but being a son. It is his relationship to his father that
defines his humanity.

have countless applications and connections to primary creation.

This, of course, has obvious application, and a very vital one.
Many, many Christians struggle to understand the truly scandalous love of God revealed in the gospel: God’s favor to us
makes us his sons and daughters, not our goodness. We seek
to be good, because God has already shown us his love and favor.
We are not good in order to earn God’s favor. This is one of
the central lessons of Collodi’s Pinocchio, and the most vital
lesson every young child must learn.

The most obvious of these in the Hobbit is the nature of
Bilbo’s quest: a journey fraught with peril that ends with the

The Hobbit
The Hobbit is a straightforward fairy-tale, a story of a homebody hobbit who reluctantly embarks on a journey, given an
impossible task, receives “grace to help in time of need”,
completes his task, and returns home a greatly changed character.
The difficulty with teaching Tolkien’s works is that he consciously wrote myth and not allegory or analogy. This means
that his stories have to be taken as a whole, on their own
terms, and not read as a symbol for something else. Tolkien’s
stories were solidly a secondary creation, and Tolkien expected his readers to enter fully into them, without expecting
to find an explicit, “correct,” symbolic connection to primary
creation. However, because they are myth, Tolkien’s stories

slaying of a dragon, the rescue of a treasure, and the deliverance of a people living under the shadow of the dragon.
This is the same plotline as Spenser’s story of St. George and
the dragon, of Beowulf; it is the very storyline of Scripture itself. This plotline should prepare us as readers from the beginning for an adventure in a solidly moral world--where
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good and evil are tangible and have far-reaching consequences. A great deal rests on individual decisions in such a
world: the Elvenking’s suspicion and lack of charity nearly
ends the entire quest, Thorin’s greed almost start a war with
old allies, Bilbo’s decisions to take action against overwhelming odds repeatedly saves the entire expedition.

added). Indeed, Mr. Baggins is a bolder creature; he goes on
to rescue his friends not only from a nest of giant spiders, but
also from the Elvenking’s enchanted dungeon. He riddles
with a dragon (a dangerous job), prevents a war, and endures
the wrath of a dwarf king in the grip of gold-lust.
In the same way, we need to teach our students that character
is developed by enduring difficulty, not by being rescued from
it: for “suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope” (Rom. 5:3-4).
Reading this episode in the Hobbit is a great opportunity to instruct our students about the proper response to trials and difficulties, and to exhort them to persevere by relying on the
grace of God “because God's love has been poured into our
hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us”
(Rom. 5:5).

Likewise, our students need to know that they also live in a
solidly moral world, where good and evil have tangible, lasting effects. Sin always has consequences that reach beyond
the sinner; much rests on all of our decisions, and all of our
decisions involve choices between good and evil, obedience
and disobedience.
Secondly, the reason for the change that Bilbo undergoes is
that he is left alone in a difficult situation with no one to bail
him out. Gandalf sets an example of bravery and leadership, but then leaves the expedition to adventure through
Mirkwood alone. The expedition quickly ignores the wise
counsel given to it, and wander off the path, thus separating
Bilbo from his companions. When attacked by a giant spider,
Bilbo is forced to defend himself and is able to kill the spider,
which changes Bilbo: “Somehow the killing of the giant spider, all alone by himself in the dark without the help of the
wizard or the dwarves or of anyone else, made a great difference to Mr. Baggins. He felt a different person, and much fiercer
and bolder in spite of an empty stomach, as he wiped his sword on
the grass and put it back into its sheath” (135, emphasis

I’ll end our discussion of the Hobbit, with this final point.
When they finally return to the Shire, Bilbo and Gandalf
stop at the top of a rise overlooking Bilbo’s hill. Bilbo suddenly recites a poem about walking roads that go on and on,
and feet that finally come home. When he finishes, Gandalf
declares “My dear Bilbo!...You are not the same hobbit you
used to be” (253). Bilbo has indeed been transformed into another being; he has been remade, re-born even, just as our
moral imaginations have been when we finish this story. In
fact, when he returns to the Shire, he learned that he is “presumed deceased” and his estate being sold. For the other hob24

bits, the return of Bilbo Baggins is nothing less than a resurrection, perhaps the best metaphor to explain the change in
his character.
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusion
Let me conclude briefly with one final assertion on the importance of fairy tales. When I explained to my son how Neverland and Narnia and Middle-earth were real, he went to bed
very happy. The miracle he had hoped for had come true. His
imaginary play had become solid and tangible; he discovered
that the imaginary worlds he loved were part of the world he actually lived in. He really could fight against evil and defend the
helpless. He could be as brave and shrewd and loyal and wise as
the characters he’d met in fairy-tales.

“God Himself became solid, took on flesh, died
on a tree and transformed the entire fallen
world into the haunting Land of Faërie.”

I went to bed that night equally joyful, for my son was well on
his way to understanding the Great Story, the Great Fairy Tale:
that God himself became solid, took on flesh, died on a tree,
and transformed the entire fallen world into the haunting Land
of Faërie.
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C.S. Lewis, On Stories and Other Essays on Literature
J.R.R. Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories” in The Tolkien Reader**
On the Importance of the Imagination
Jeremy Begbie (editor), Beholding the Glory*
Humphrey Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien: A Biography
Malcolm Guite, Faith, Hope, and Poetry**
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Some Fairy Tales Everyone Must Read
Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows*
George MacDonald, Phantastes*
Carlo Collodi, Pinocchio
Brothers Grimm, Fairy Tales
Hans Christian Anderson, Fairy Tales
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28

APPENDIX 2

Contact Information
Contact
Questions? Comments? You can connect with me here. Just
click on the link below:
Blog: samkoenen.com
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Facebook: facebook.com/SamKoenenBlog
Email: sam@samkoenen.com
Copyright
You are welcome to share this ebook with anyone and everyone. I
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