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The Most Undervalued Academic Subjects:  

Mythology and Fantasy 
Why They're So Important & Tips for Teaching Them 
Mythology and fantasy are really much more about truth—moral truth—than we often like to think. 

DEFINING TERMS 
• The nature of  truth and falsehood: It is possible to distinguish truth from falsehood as you 

read. It is possible to read something false and not accept it as true. It is possible to read 
something false and not base your life on it. 

• I’m not talking about heresy, realistic fiction, dystopian fiction, or works that intentionally 
pervert morality to call evil “good” (Isaiah 5:20—Woe to those who call evil good).  

• I am talking about imaginative works—can only happen in your imagination—about events 
that did not actually happen but that do uphold moral truth. Examples: Greek, Roman, 
Norse, Germanic mythology; fables; fairy tales; folk tales; nearly all Greek, Roman, and 
Medieval literature, (Homer, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Ovid, Virgil, Roland, Gawain, King 
Arthur stories, Beowulf, tales by Chrétien de Troyes); many Shakespeare plays (Tempest, 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Winter’s Tale); works of  Spenser; Gothic works (Poe, Dracula, 
Frankenstein); travels to other lands and worlds (Gulliver’s Travels, Wizard of  Oz, Alice in 
Wonderland); talking animals (Charlotte’s Web, Wind in the Willows); some American literature  
(Moby-Dick, works of  Hawthorne, works of  Irving); works of  George MacDonald, Lewis, 
and Tolkien 

WHY MYTHOLOGY AND FANTASY ARE SO IMPORTANT  
Why you should at least read some for yourself  and consider teaching them 

1. Most superficially, mythology and fantasy are the foundation of  much of  
Western culture.  
a. They are the basis for art, music, ballet, opera, etc. (Also, many ballets—Nutcracker, Swan 
Lake, Coppelia, Cinderella, La Sylphide, Firebird, Sleeping Beauty, Napoli—and operas—
Wagner, Magic Flute, Hansel and Gretel—are based on fantasy and mythology.).  

b. More mundanely, the days of  the week, planets, constellations, My Fair Lady, The Avengers, 
narcissistic friends (and other vocabulary words), laurel crowns, the Olympics, psychology, 
listening to music on Pandora, The Lord of  the Rings are all shaped by mythology and fantasy.  

2. Mythology and fantasy uphold moral truths—specifically, (a) they uphold moral 
truths that are being rejected by our current culture and (b) they have a clear 
standard of  good and evil 

a. Traditional mythology and fantasy contradict this list (below) of  the many false modern 
philosophies; the twenty-first century has its own pantheon—but unlike the ancients, who 
worshiped the virtues, the twenty-first century worships the vices. Examples: 
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• REASON ALONE - Modern culture says, “Human reason is the standard for everything”, 
defying divine authority. Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: Oedipus, 
Cassiopeia, Bellerophon, even the pride of  Beowulf  that Hrothgar warns him against…   

• EMPIRICISM - Modern culture says, “Science rules. The only things that are real are the 
things we can see”. Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: Prometheus, Pandora, 
all of  Ovid  

• CONSUMERISM/MATERIALISM - Modern culture says, “Buy whatever you want. The 
purpose of  work is to get money. Stuff, stuff, stuff !” Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose 
this idea: Midas, embassy to Achilles, Achilles awarding the prizes 

• MORAL RELATIVISM - Modern culture says, “Truth and right and wrong are relative, not 
absolute. People decide for themselves what ‘right’ is.” Mythology and fantasy examples that 
oppose this idea: Antigone, suitors of  Penelope, Priam and Achilles    

• DECONSTRUCTIONISM - Modern culture says, “Words can mean anything we want”. 
Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: embassy to Achilles  

• PROGRESSIVISM - Modern culture says, “Every day in every way, humans are getting 
better and better. We can solve any problem if  we just give the government enough power”. 
Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: Antigone, Plato’s Republic 

• FEMINISM - Modern culture says, “Women must be completely equal to men in every 
aspect of  life”. Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: Penelope and Arete vs 
Klytemnestra, Medea, and Brunhild 

• ANTI-FAMILY - Modern culture actively seeks to destroy the traditional, God-ordained 
family. Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: Odysseus and Penelope, Aeneas, 
Antigone, Siegfried, The Knight and the Lion 

• CULT OF COMFORTABLE - Modern culture says, “Everything must be useful. The 
highest good is safety, comfort, health”. Mythology and fantasy examples that oppose this idea: 
Roland, Perseus, Siegfried, Beowulf, Achilles, Patroklos, Odysseus, Theseus, Hercules, 
Aeneas, Pallas, Nisus and Euryalus  

b. Right and wrong in traditional mythology and fantasy are always clear! => We don’t have to 
wonder whether the ugly step sisters are bad in Cinderella; we don’t have to wonder whether 
Grendel is bad; we don’t have to wonder whether the White Witch is a good ruler of  Narnia… 

3. Mythology and fantasy encourage the habit of  taking time to wonder, hold 
something in reverence, be in awe of  something, recognize mystery, and realize 
that humans do not control everything and cannot understand everything => 
Related to the points above, this is an action and a habit  

a. The habit of  imagining what it would be like to be the great and good heroes and heroines => 
wouldn’t I love to be as courageous as Beowulf, Perseus, and Theseus? as self-sacrificial as 
Roland? as loyal as Patroklos and Penelope? as loving of  my family as Odysseus? as patient and 
kind as Sir Gareth and Cinderella? as trusting in God as Sir Ewain, the Knight of  the Lion? as 
humble as Lynette, Eumaios, and Pegasus? 
	 	  
b. The habit of  wondering about things we cannot control and imagining something greater than 
ourselves => (1) There are problems that humans have always faced and we cannot get rid of  
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them; (2) There are things so great that they are worth dying for; (3) There are many things we 
cannot control 

4. Ultimately, mythology and fantasy emphasize the total superiority of  Jesus 
Christ in two broad ways:  
	 	  
a. Even the greatest heroes of  myth and fantasy are flawed (Hercules, Theseus, Roland, Beowulf, 
Achilles) => Jesus Christ is completely perfect! 

b. Mythology and fantasy always have a pattern of  human weakness facing an overwhelming 
enemy and desperately needing a rescuer (Andromeda and Perseus, Beowulf, Odysseus, Aeneas) 
=> Jesus Christ is the ultimate Rescuer!  

As an aside: The Greek heros—from which we get “hero”—means half-god, half-man. Jesus 
Christ is fully God and fully man! 

As another aside: The early Christians debated whether to preserve the Greco-Roman 
mythology, but ultimately, they did preserve it—largely because it really does point to Christ: 

• Clement wrote that pagan mythology is good preparation to receive the highest truth of  the 
Gospel (www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/clement-stromata-book1.html) 

• In his First Apology, chapters 20-23, Justin Martyr actually wrote to the Roman Emperor 
Antoninus Pious about how pagan myths were fulfilled in Christ in three ways: Christ lives 
near God in blessedness, Christ is the Son of  God, and Christ suffered a horrific death. 
Justin also points out that the Christians also believe—like the pagans—that all material 
things will burn and be made new and that the souls of  the virtuous will live in blessedness 
after death and the souls of  the wicked will be punished in fire after death—but it is Jesus 
Christ who makes all the difference! (https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0126.htm) 

• We have many ancient works because Christian monks copied them in the early middle 
ages (see Thomas Cahill’s How the Irish Saved Civilization) 	 	 	 	  

5. Finally, mythology and fantasy are worthy of  being taught because they not only 
uphold moral truth and point to greater theological truth, but they do so 
powerfully, beautifully, memorably, and pleasantly.   

a. Sir Philip Sydney’s Defense of  Poesy argues that myth and fiction are powerful because they are 
stories about people, not abstract statements (https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69375/
the-defence-of-poesy): “Alexander….well found he received more bravery of  mind by the pattern 
of  Achilles, than by hearing the definition of  fortitude.” 

b. Chesterton’s The Red Angel argues that myth and fiction are powerful because—in a world filled 
with evil—they remind us that evil can—and will—be defeated, ultimately through Christ (http://www.online-
literature.com/chesterton/tremendous-trifles/17/): “The baby has known the dragon intimately 
ever since he had an imagination. What the fairy tale provides for him is a St. George to kill the 
dragon. Exactly what the fairy tale does is this: it accustoms him for a series of  clear pictures to 
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the idea that these limitless terrors had a limit, that these shapeless enemies have enemies in the 
knights of  God, that there is something in the universe more mystical than darkness, and stronger 
than strong fear.” 

c. C.S. Lewis’ “On Three Ways of  Writing for Children” makes the same point: “Those who say 
that children must not be frightened may mean two things. They may mean (1) that we must not 
do anything likely to give the child those haunting, disabling, pathological fears against which 
ordinary courage is helpless: in fact, phobias. His mind must, if  possible, be kept clear of  things he 
can’t bear to think of. Or they may mean (2) that we must try to keep out of  his mind the 
knowledge that he is born into a world of  death, violence, wounds, adventure, heroism and 
cowardice, good and evil. If  they mean the first I agree with them: but not if  they mean the 
second. The second would indeed be to give children a false impression and feed them on 
escapism in the bad sense. There is something ludicrous in the idea of  so educating a generation 
which is born to the Ogpu and the atomic bomb. Since it is so likely that they will meet cruel 
enemies, let them at least have heard of  brave knights and heroic courage. Otherwise you are 
making their destiny not brighter but darker…. And I think it possible that by confining your 
child to blameless stories of  child life in which nothing at all alarming ever happens, you would 
fail to banish the terrors, and would succeed in banishing all that can ennoble them or make 
them endurable. For in fairy tales, side by side with the terrible figures, we find the immemorial 
comforters and protectors, the radiant ones…. And I think St George, or any bright champion in 
armor, is a better comfort than the idea of  the police.”  

d. Tolkien’s “On Fairy Stories” argues that mythology and fantasy are powerful because they remind 
us of  our desire for a happy ending—a desire ultimately fulfilled in Christ  (https://
theimaginativeconservative.org/2020/10/tolkien-on-fairy-stories-argument-bradley-birzer.html): 
“But this story [i.e. The Gospel] has entered History and the primary world; the desire and 
aspiration of  sub-creation has been raised to the fulfillment of  Creation. The Birth of  Christ is 
the eucatastrophe of  Man’s history. The Resurrection is the eucatastrophe of  the story of  the 
Incarnation. The story begins and ends in joy. It has pre-eminently the ‘inner consistency of  
reality.’ There is no tale ever told that men would rather find was true…” 

WHY MYTHOLOGY AND FANTASY ARE UNDERVALUED 
Why many people argue that they should not be taught 

1. The first argument some people may bring forward about why mythology and fantasy should 
not be taught: “Myth and fantasy are just for little kids. These types of  literature make older 
children, teenagers, and adults socially useless because myth and fantasy do not fit with modern 
social ideals (efficiency, safety, pragmatism, empiricism, materialism, consumerism). Children 
should be reading realistic works, practical works, that will help them get jobs.” 

• Concession: It is true that mythology and fantasy do not support modern ideals. 
• Refutation: But do we want children to grow up into adults who live entirely by modern 

ideals? Do we want our students to end up living as if  money, possessions, fame, power, 
and intelligence are the highest things? Myth and fiction show and encourage readers to 
value the opposite! 
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2. The second argument some people may bring forward about why mythology and fantasy 
should not be taught: “Myth and fantasy are not for kids. They are spiritually dangerous because 
they could distract kids from God. Granted that St. George or Roland or Perseus or Siegfried do 
point to Jesus as the ultimate Hero, we should just have our kids read the Bible or the Bible and 
realistic Christian fiction because we don’t want kids to possibly value other heroes above God. 
Even C.S. Lewis, in his autobiography, says that Norse mythology distracted him from God.”  

• Concession: It is true that mythology and fantasy might distract readers from God. 
• Refutation: But they are not the only things that distract us from God. Work, social media, 

exercise, politics, food, even family and church activities—all these things can distract us 
from God. Mythology and fantasy are actually some of  the most powerful things that point 
people toward God. They strengthen and encourage Biblical ideas and virtuous living. And 
while C.S. Lewis was distracted from God by Norse mythology, it was Tolkien’s explanation 
that fantasy and myth really ultimately point toward God that got Lewis on the path to 
becoming a Christian! 

TIPS FOR TEACHING MYTHOLOGY AND FANTASY  
1. Do it now—while your kids are still with you! You love your kids. Many people out there in 

the world pretend to love your kids but actively want to harm your kids! Protect your kids by 
teaching them how to think rightly and to love what is true, good, and beautiful! 

2. Pray!  Each individual person chooses to accept or reject God => That is NOT done by 
anything or anyone other than the individual himself. Mythology and fantasy do NOT ensure 
that the people reading them become Christians NOR do they ensure that the people 
reading them will not become Christians. Like almost everything else—food, romance, social 
media, music, power—mythology and fantasy can be used for good or for evil. It’s our job as 
educators to use them to direct our beloved students toward Jesus Christ! 

3. Use beautifully-illustrated books, music, ballet—Make the true and the good beautiful, 
memorable, pleasant, and delightful! We do what we love. (I highly recommend the books 
illustrated by Gennady Spirin!)  

4. Teach all kinds of  myth and fantasy. 
5. Watch for themes: sons of  gods or sons of  kings,  men who rescue women from evil, 

overwhelming monsters, proud people who are humbled, humble friends who are content to have 
their more famous kings/knights be honored instead of  themselves, disguise and invisibility 

6. Have students make connections between various myth and fantasy stories and characters. 
=> Students must make the connections themselves; you note them in your own 
mind, but ask students to make connections themselves (this is very hard for the teacher!)  

7. Consider reading related Bible passages at the same time so that students can observe how 
much greater and more wonderful the Lord is! 

8. Do not focus only on the moral lessons of  mythology/fantasy: Enjoy the story! Thank God 
for allowing people to have created these stories that really point to Him, even though they 
may not have been thinking about that at the time… 

9. Allow students time to make connections between stories 
10. Leave time to wonder—If  I remember correctly, Andrew Kern (CiRCE Institute) concluded 

a series of  conversations on Homer’s Iliad by saying that readers should finish the Iliad and 
then go for a walk and wonder. I would add that if  you come to a particularly vital or moving 
passage, stop and think about it. Silence reinforces the gravity of  what you just read. 
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