Seeking with Harry Potter: A Search for Defining Destiny
1 Corinthians 13:8-13

It began with a prophecy. A prophecy about a child who would be born in the month of  July and would have the power to vanquish the Dark Lord—“power that the Dark Lord knows not.”

The record of the prophecy was locked away, and the child was hidden in an unlikely place. But not before the Dark Lord—the one known as Voldemort—made his first attempt to end the child’s life.


After months of searching, the dangerously powerful wizard discovered where the child and his parents were hiding. Voldemort stormed into the family’s home. The child’s father, James, was killed trying to give his wife time to escape with their son. But the Dark Lord was too fast and ordered the young mother to stand aside. But Lily refused, placing herself between Voldemort and her child. This sacrificial act of love protected her son and turned the Dark Lord’s curse against himself.

Ten years later there’s little about the child that reveals anything about the prophecy or his dramatic encounter with Voldemort. Little except the boy’s living as an orphan in an unlikely hiding place and the mark he bears from the Dark Lord’s attack—a lightening-shaped scar on his forehead.


Those are the only hints we receive when we first meet Harry Potter. He’s living under the stairs at the home of his uncaring aunt and uncle. But his eleventh birthday signals a turning point in his life—one in which he’ll begin to learn about his true identity and the destiny that seems to be his.


This turning point leads Harry to Hogwarts, a boarding school of magic for wizards. For, yes, Harry is a wizard. And the next seven years will lead him on a series of adventures along which he’ll search for the destiny that’s to define him. For though Harry’s the child of the prophecy, it’s up to him to seek to make meaning of that prophecy for himself and those around him.

But Harry isn’t alone along this journey. He travels with good friends—especially Ron and Hermione. He gains direction from his professors and a circle of his parents’ closest friends. And he’s guided by Albus Dumbledore, the headmaster of Hogwarts. It’s often through conversations and experiences with Dumbledore—a powerful wizard who has a long history with Voldemort—that Harry learns about his past and searches for his future.

Near the end of the first book in the Harry Potter series,  Dumbledore explains to Harry: “Your mother died to save you. If there is one thing Voldemort cannot understand, it is love. He didn’t realize that love as powerful as your mother’s for you leaves its own mark. Not a scar, no visible sign . . . to have been loved so deeply, even though the person who loved us is gone, will give us some protection forever.”


Harry seems to understand that his mother’s sacrifice saved him, but he doesn’t fully comprehend that love is the power that protects him. In the series’ second volume, Harry encounters the reviving memory of Tom Riddle, Voldemort’s former self, when he was a sixteen-year-old student at Hogwarts:

Riddle speaks to Harry: “Twice—in your past, in my future—we have met. And twice I failed to kill you. How did you survive? Tell me everything. . . .”

Harry explains: “No one knows why you lost your powers when you attacked me. I don’t know myself. But I know why you couldn’t kill me. Because my mother died to save me.”


Harry emphasizes the act of his mother’s dying to save him, but he fails to mention the power of love that was behind that act. And Riddle repeats this mistake when he responds: “Your mother died to save you. Yes, that’s a powerful counter-charm. I can see now . . . there is nothing special about you, after all.”


It’s a mistake Voldemort will continue to make. In believing that Harry’s survival is simply a matter of his mother’s “foolish sacrifice,” the Dark Lord discounts the power of love. Instead he bases his future on the ability to wield the power of death against others.


The question is what Harry will come to believe and on what he’ll choose to base his future. At times it seems that Harry will continue to miss the power that love offers.

In the series’ fifth volume, Harry seems skeptical when Dumbledore speaks of the power of love that resides in Harry. After a life-threatening encounter between Harry and Voldemort, Dumbledore tires to decipher the original prophecy for Harry. He explains that the person who overheard the prophecy and reported it to the Dark Lord:

“heard only the first part, the part foretelling the birth of a boy in July to parents who had thrice defied Voldemort. Consequently, he could not warn his master that to attack you would be to risk transferring power to you—again marking you as his equal. So Voldemort never knew that there might be danger in attacking you, that it might be wise to wait or to learn more. He did not know that you would have ‘power the Dark Lord knows not’—”

“But I don’t!” said Harry. . . . “I haven’t any powers he hasn’t got, I couldn’t fight the way he did tonight, I can’t possess people or—or kill them—”

“There is a room in the Department of Mysteries,” interrupted Dumbledore, “that is kept locked at all times. It contains a force that is at once more wonderful and more terrible than death, than human intelligence, than forces of nature. . . . It is the power held within that room that you possess in such quantities and which Voldemort has not at all. That power took you to save [your godfather] tonight. That power also saved you from possession by Voldemort, because he could not bear to reside in a body so full of the force he detests. In the end, it mattered not that you could not close your mind. It was your heart that saved you.”


This conversation seems to be continued a year later in the series’ sixth book as Dumbledore attempts to reveal another layer of the prophecy. Harry was saved from the Dark Lord’s killing curse by the love of his mother, but why did Voldemort survive when the curse rebounded and struck him?

Dumbledore has pieced together a theory about how Voldemort has resorted to the darkest of magic to achieve immortality. The Dark Lord has murdered others in order to parcel out bits of his soul into magical objects known as Horcruxes. Dumbledore tells Harry that if anyone is powerful enough to defeat Voldemort, these objects will be the key.

After thinking for a moment, Harry asked, “So if all of his Horcruxes are destroyed, Voldemort could be killed?”

“Yes, I think so,” said Dumbledore. “Without his Horcruxes, Voldemort will be a mortal man with a maimed and diminished soul. Never forget, though, that while his soul may be damaged beyond repair, his brain and his magical powers remain intact. It will take uncommon skill and power to kill a wizard like Voldemort even without his Horcruxes.”

“But I haven’t got uncommon skill and power,” said Harry, before he could stop himself.


“Yes, you have,” said Dumbledore firmly. “You have a power that Voldemort has never had. You can —”

“I know!” said Harry impatiently. “I can love!”. . .


“Yes, Harry, you can love,” said Dumbledore. . . . “Which, given everything that has happened to you, is a great and remarkable thing. You are still too young to understand how unusual you are, Harry.”

“So, when the prophecy says that I’ll have ‘power the Dark Lord knows not,’ it just means — love?” asked Harry, feeling a little let down.


“Yes — just love,” said Dumbledore.


In an essay about the power of love in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series,  Paul Nuechterlein writes:


Rowling seems to be telling us that not only is the power of love the crucial difference between Harry and Voldemort, but that it is a power difficult to trust above the power of attempting to conquer death through killing—the power in which Voldemort clearly trusts. Even though Harry possesses the power of love in great quantities, a “power which the Dark Lord knows not,” when he is confronted by Voldemort’s brand of power, Harry seems to be allured by it as the only kind of power able to vanquish it. He seems trapped into thinking that he simply needs more of Voldemort’s brand of power to defeat him.


But Dumbledore tries to help Harry see another way—a way that relies on the power of love. It, however, will be up to Harry as to whether he’ll allow this other way to become the destiny that will define him.


Near the end of the series’ sixth book, Dumbledore makes a final attempt to guide Harry toward this other way.


“It is essential that you understand this!” said Dumbledore. . . . “By attempting to kill you, Voldemort himself singled out the remarkable person who sits here in front of me, and gave him the tools for the job! It is Voldemort’s fault that you were able to see into his thoughts, his ambitions . . . yet, Harry, despite your privileged insight into Voldemort’s world . . . you have never been seduced by the Dark Arts, never, even for a second, shown the slightest desire to become one of Voldemort’s followers!”

“Of course I haven’t!” said Harry indignantly. “He killed my mum and dad!”

“You are protected, in short, by your ability to love!” said Dumbledore loudly. “The only protection that can possibly work against the lure of power like Voldemort’s! In spite of all the temptation you have endured, all the suffering, you remain pure of heart, just as pure as you were at the age of eleven, when you stared into a mirror that reflected your heart’s desire, and it showed you only the way to thwart Lord Voldemort, and not immortality or riches. Harry, have you any idea how few wizards could have seen what you saw in that mirror? Voldemort should have known then what he was dealing with, but he did not!


“But he knows it now. . . . I do not think he understands why, Harry, but then, he was in such a hurry to mutilate his own soul, he never paused to understand the incomparable power of a soul that is untarnished and whole.”

“But, sir,” said Harry, making valiant efforts not to sound argumentative, “it all comes to the same thing, doesn’t it? I’ve got to try and kill him, or—”

“Got to?” said Dumbledore. “Of course you’ve got to! But not because of the prophecy! Because you, yourself, will never rest until you’ve tried! We both know it! Imagine, please, just for a moment, that you had never heard that prophecy! How would you feel about Voldemort now? Think!”

Harry watched Dumbledore striding up and down in front of him, and thought. He thought of his mother, his father. . . . He thought of all the terrible deeds he knew Lord Voldemort had done. A flame seemed to leap inside his chest, searing his throat.


“I’d want him finished,” said Harry quietly. “And I’d want to do it.”

“Of course you would!” cried Dumbledore. “You see, the prophecy does not mean you have to do anything! But the prophecy caused Lord Voldemort to mark you as his equal. . . . In other words, you are free to choose your way, quite free to turn your back on the prophecy! But Voldemort continues to set store by the prophecy. He will continue to hunt you . . . which makes it certain, really, that—”

“That one of us is going to end up killing the other,” said Harry. “Yes.”

But he understood at last what Dumbledore had been trying to tell him. It was, he thought, the difference between being dragged into the arena to face a battle to the death and walking into the arena with your head held high. Some people, perhaps, would say that there was little to choose between the two ways, but Dumbledore knew—and so do I, thought Harry, with a rush of fierce pride, and so did my parents—that there was all the difference in the world.


All the difference in the world. It’s the difference that the power of love ultimately makes in the life of Harry Potter. It’s the difference that he discovers as he searches for his defining destiny. The power of love.


And it’s the power about which Paul’s writes in his letter to the Corinthians:

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love.

As we continue our own spiritual seeking, may we also discover the power of love and allow it to define who we are and who we will become. Amen.

Kathryn Palen


August 22, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

� J. K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the  Sorcerer's Stone (New York: Scholastic Inc., 1998), 299.





� Rowling, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets (New York: Scholastic, Inc., 1999), 316.





� Ibid, 317.





� Rowling, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (New York, Scholastic, Inc., 2003), 843-844.





� Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince (New York: Scholastic, Inc., 2005), 508-509.





� Paul Nuechterlein, “Harry Potter and the Power of Love,” � HYPERLINK "http://girardianlectionary.net/potter/hpatpol-p.htm" �http://girardianlectionary.net/potter/hpatpol-p.htm�, December 2005.





� Rowling, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, 510-512.





PAGE  
4

