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Preface 
 

 
 
There are numerous ways to approach questions of pop culture and apologetics. Some may reject 

outright that theology has anything to offer, thus rejecting its pop-culture relevance. Others may 

see religious narratives as manipulative and harmful, thereby exposing to oppose theological 

transcripts in mainstream culture. Still others see aesthetic experience as inseparable from 

theology. Some theists assume a position of antithesis, emphasizing God as righteous and 

rejecting or condemning culture as corrupt, though burning dialogical bridges in the process.1 

Others adopt an approach of synthesis, emphasizing God as love and community as inclusive, 

though potentially watering down moral and theological truth.2  

A third paradigm embraces a sort of biased dualism. Living between two worlds, one 

seeks goodness within the culture, while his or her allegiance is ultimately to God.3 This position 

synthesizes where appropriate (but without compromising the seriousness of moral 

considerations) and becomes antithetical when necessary (though attempting to build rather than 

burn dialogical bridges). Yet it generally approaches artistic expression within culture as 

reflecting a deep goodness in creation, or it presses into worldview assumption and a 

concomitant prescription to foster dialogue. In Acts 17, the apostle Paul used Greek culture—

appealing to both religious practices and poetic wisdom—as a doorway to dialogue concerning 

deeper theological truths. This is the power of cultural apologetics: engaging culture with 

culture; uncovering worldview narratives through the arts, and teaching deeper truths by 

reaching longing hearts. In the words of philosopher Paul Gould, “The cultural apologist works 

to awaken those within culture to their deep-seated longings for goodness, truth, and beauty.... to 
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resurrect relevance by showing that Christianity offers plausible answers to universal human 

longings... [and] to resurrect hope.”4 

This work explores the power of the arts and pop-culture narratives to speak to moral 

conviction and imagination. Namely, it argues that notable aspects of Disney lore appeal to a 

grand moral narrative that aligns strikingly (if not intuitively) with a Christian vision of reality. 

This thesis has apologetic value not only for the study of moral apologetics, but also for cultural 

apologetics and moral dialogue. We presume the reader has at least some familiarity with 

Disney’s celebrated animated musical features. This book is designed for the educated lay reader 

as well as for the scholar whose research interests lie at the intersection of aesthetics, philosophy, 

theology, apologetics, and pop culture. Our claim is not that Disney is necessarily unique in its 

storytelling. Many good stories function in a manner similar to that of Disney. Disney is, 

however, a deeply rooted, century-old cultural artifact and juggernaut of societal influence and 

shaping. Our claim is that Disney exemplifies and embodies the power of pop-culture narratives 

to engage aesthetically our moral imagination—especially ideals of goodness and justice. 

Disney presents us with a canon of nonsectarian narratives that resonate with certain 

basic convictions concerning universal, objective moral truth. Many of the recurrent moral 

motifs we see in Disney align strikingly with the moral metanarrative we see in the biblical story 

of reality, that is, classical, orthodox Christianity—especially as it relates to an interest in 

Kingdom theology and a complementary virtue ethics (a perspective which emphasizes virtue 

but is inclusive of some of the concerns of ego-based, duty-based, and utility-based ethical 

theories). The term “kingdom theology” can be confusing for some, and so it requires some 

caution and clarity. We apply it in the broadest and most basic sense of Christian theology, 

which is essentially this: Evil or darkness has taken hostage and corrupted the beauty of the 
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earthly kingdom. We are called to be citizens of a heavenly kingdom. Upon accepting this 

invitation, we become foreign ambassadors of the heavenly kingdom while remaining resident 

aliens in the earthly kingdom. Living in light of the heavenly kingdom, ambassadors struggle to 

model the character and love of that kingdom; in this sense, the kingdom has already come. 

Nevertheless, life in the earthly kingdom includes unavoidable encounters with evil and daily 

struggles with the dissonant desires of flesh and Spirit.5 Moreover, this dual citizenship 

welcomes a potential for persecution. Thus, there is an eagerness in awaiting an ultimate justice 

and the eventual defeat of evil, as the kingdom comes in a future sense. Its citizens dwell 

thereafter in the very presence of goodness and true love.6 

According to Jesus, it is the understanding of a teleological way-it-should-be and the aim 

of a Kingdom-ever-after that must frame morality. We argue that this presupposition frames 

much of Disney’s moral meta-narrative, as well. Disney’s interest in virtue and its connection to 

beauty appeals to our convictions concerning goodness, while its emphasis on a Kingdom-ever-

after appeals to our longing for just-ness. That sort of Kingdom is understood to be a place where 

justice reigns and to which goodness and beauty are directly connected. Thus, Disney stories 

appeal effectively to both moral conviction and aesthetic desire.  

The volume is divided into three parts, progressing from a discussion of goodness 

exemplified in Disney stories, to beauty inferred, to the consideration of how this points to an 

expectation of the Kingdom, and finally to a dialogue on the nature of the justice anticipated in 

light of our longing for such a Kingdom. Part one sets the academic tone and apologetic 

significance of our approach—though the work proceeds at more of a high popular rather than 

high academic level of writing, as this book is written as much for the lay reader and student of 

apologetics as it is for the interdisciplinary scholar and seasoned apologist. Part two explores 
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moral motifs and theologically rich symbolism recurrent in Disney narratives. Here we draw out 

key strands of Disney’s moral metanarrative viewed through the lens of Christian theology. Part 

three is more philosophical, with Disney films functioning less as the object of study and more as 

applications of argumentation, as stories are able to awaken, more powerfully than propositions, 

certain convictions within us. 

 
 

1 This would include Richard Niebuhr’s “Christ Against Culture” paradigm and those whom Brian Godawa 
identifies as “cultural anorexics.” H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 
Inc., 2001); Brian Godawa, Hollywood Worldviews: Watching Films with Wisdom and Discernment (Downers 
Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2009), 19. 

2 Progressive Christianity would fall into this camp, as it tends to stress care, compassion, and inclusivity, but it is 
criticized for deemphasizing essential aspects of Christian theology. 

3 This perspective would include Niebuhr’s “Christ and Culture in Paradox” and “Christ the Transformer of Culture” 
paradigms. Godawa advocates avoiding the extremes of both cultural gluttony and cultural anorexia, and instead 
approaching culture through the lens of redemption—seeing movies, e.g., as all attempting to speak to a sense of 
loss and recovery. 

4 Paul M. Gould, Cultural Apologetics: Renewing the Christian Voice, Conscience, and Imagination in a 
Disenchanted World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2019), 24. 

5 Rom. 7:19; Gal 5:17. 
6 For more on this, see G. E. Ladd, “Kingdom of Christ, God, Heaven,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 2nd 

ed., ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2001), 657-60. 
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Prologue 

 

What has Disney to do with apologetics? In many ways, it is easy to approach a volume like this. 

Disney lore is rich with ethical and aesthetic food for thought, lending itself naturally to 

theological reflection. It is also difficult, precisely because of the nature of culture wars.  

The emphasis of Disney films on traditional family values has long won the hearts and 

support of American conservatives. Yet some have accused Disney of replacing God with magic, 

or moral responsibility with individual self-empowerment.1 Mark Pinsky has even detailed 

disputes between conservatives and Disney in the 1990s over employee benefits and theme-park 

policies concerning homosexuality.2 While the propagandizing of questionable ethical 

perspectives through children’s films would warrant cultural collision, attacking Disney as a non-

religious corporation over how it ought to handle its own business beyond film was a more 

difficult battle. While some conservative concerns are understandable, the God-and-culture-as-

antithesis approach, in this case, was more disheartening than helpful. Others criticize Disney’s 

long-standing emphasis upon traditional values or mainstream western perspectives. Some hold 

Disney morally accountable either for a general lack of racial or cultural representation or for 

historical cases of misrepresentation. Annalee Ward has attempted to balance this challenge; 

“Dismissing Disney films critically as hegemonic agents of self-interested consumeristic values 

that communicate patriarchal, racist, hierarchical, and antiauthority visions of morality misses 

powerful dimensions of prosocial morality and aesthetically delightful animated art.”3 Critical 

antitheses abound.  
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Some challenge that Disney heroines are too sexualized for young viewers. Others take 

no issue with princess form or attire, but question whether Disney-princess motifs communicate 

that finding “the one” and establishing adult relationships are the key to the good life—whether 

or not it may be included in the good life, the critique is that young girls need not be concerned 

with such things. Still others demand that Disney ought to feature under-represented LGBTQ+ 

perspectives. This, of course, stands in tension with the two prior critiques, which raise concern 

regarding any potential for over-sexualizing young viewers or making them more body 

conscious. Add to this the point that aesthetic appreciation—and, with it, cultural 

appropriation—often walks a fine line between familiarity and offense, idealization and 

ignorance, or contrast and controversy.  

This problem becomes increasingly complicated when attempting to appeal to a global 

audience. How does one create a global culture (for example, Disney Culture) with a single 

canon (for instance, animated Disney lore) without offending anyone? Thus, while writing about 

Disney is easy, writing in a way that speaks to as many critics as possible is difficult. Despite 

being a flashpoint for the culture war, or even perhaps because of it, Disney provides rich fodder 

for considering the human condition, and it is the aim of this volume to draw out that dialogical 

richness. 

 

The Disney Legacy 

 

Walt Disney revolutionized the history of animation and music with the debut of Steamboat 

Willie in 1928. In addition to the first cartoon with fully synchronized sound, he gave us the first 

cartoon in full color (1932) and the first animated feature film (1937). Disney continued to 
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produce a wide variety of commercial goods, and he had his hands in numerous projects from 

television to theme parks. Still, while his theme parks continue to bring great joy to many people, 

and though many of his other classic cartoons and live-action film projects may hold a special 

place in many viewer’s hearts, the cornerstone of Disney’s legacy seems to be the continued 

success of its growing cannon of animated feature films and live-action animated films. Disney’s 

animated narratives—whether short silly symphonies or full-length features—seem to possess a 

unique sort of magic able to capture and enrapture our moral imagination and aesthetic 

sensibilities. Moreover, I think it is safe to say that the most beloved Disney films are musicals—

whether fully animated films like The Lion King and Frozen, animated live-action like Mary 

Poppins and Bedknobs and Broomsticks, or live-action films like The Newsies and 

Descendants—and I think there is something to that. The music of Disney has enchanted 

generations, and I submit that the removal of music from Disney’s expansive history would 

reduce a trove of treasured experiences to a collection of well-drawn but comparatively 

lackluster amusements.  

So, Disney may offer an array of allures, yet it seems to be the very things that launched 

Walt’s career—the animated feature and a unique approach to music—which continue, nearly a 

century later, to serve as effective instruments of enchantment. Of course, music and animation 

are not unique to Disney; other films employ these things. Nevertheless, Disney set the bar in 

exemplifying how the right balance between animation, music, and storytelling can create an 

aesthetic experience so powerful as to become transformative. And so, no matter where one falls 

on the spectrum between fans and critics, what seems undeniable is that Disney is a cultural 

force that has shaped the imagination of generations and audiences around the world. This 

unique aesthetic common ground opens up much ground for apologetic dialogue and inquiry. 
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Aim, Approach, and Intent 

 

Building off my prior work on Disney’s grand moral narrative, the ability of the Christian vision 

of reality to enfold Disney stories, and the power of Disney lore when used to supplement the 

doing of moral apologetics,4 this project approaches Disney as doorway to dialogue on issues of 

ethics, aesthetics, and theology. Although my own agenda in that work may not necessarily 

reflect the views of other contributing authors in this volume, that apologetic interest has 

nonetheless shaped the assembly of these chapters. These essays will ponder the aesthetic power 

of storytelling, live-action animation, and music to enrapture our imagination, even presenting 

the moral argument in a language that goes beyond propositions and grips us at our deepest 

convictions, and they will examine themes of theology and moral formation within particular 

Disney narratives: the problem of evil in Cinderella; a portrait of redemption in Tangled; the 

nature and process of salvation in Pinocchio; the human condition in Raya and the Last Dragon; 

questions of faith and charity in Beauty and the Beast; and other avenues of exploration across 

additional cherished films, such as Moana, The Lion King, Hercules, The Jungle Book, and more.  

The reader should understand that—notwithstanding the valid point that the issues of past 

ignorance and insensitivity is a dialogue worth having5—this volume approaches Disney’s 

established and well-received narratives through a lens of aesthetic appreciation—and this is not 

to be misconstrued as sympathizing with Disney on such issues of insensitivity. Rather, the aim 

of this volume is an exploration of moral consonance, not dissonance. One need not support all 

that Disney stands for in order to appreciate, to find aesthetic value and productive moral 
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dialogue within, Disney features—especially those from 1937 to 2021. This is a book about 

Disney stories, and more importantly, a greater story which enfolds Disney lore.  

Regarding the theological framework, some essays are more broadly monotheistic, while 

others are more explicitly concerned with a Christian perspective. Still, there are many 

observations herein that lend themselves well to broader inquiries in monotheism, generalized 

themes in systematic theology, and explorations in aesthetics. While the volume is accessible to 

anyone interested in ethics and theology, several chapters may warrant the attention of arts 

educators and philosophers of aesthetics, and the overall work will be of particular significance 

to one interested in Christian theology and apologetics—especially apologetics and the arts. 

The overall vision of the volume is one of interdisciplinary studies. For some, that is a 

well-appreciated and liberating form of scholarship. For others, this can be confusing. Is it 

philosophy? Is it theology? Is it apologetics? Is it aesthetics? The answer is, yes. Some chapters 

dig more at theological concepts, while others draw out the philosophical. Some are primarily 

interested with broader aesthetic questions, the theological significance of such questions, and 

the connection between aesthetic sensitivity and the moral imagination. While all essays, in some 

way, approach Disney through a lens of cultural apologetics—using pop-culture and the arts to 

explore or explain issues at the intersection of moral philosophy and theology—some essays 

engage more purposefully in theistic apologetics—using the arts to press into one’s deep 

existential conviction that God is there. Both approaches intersect with, or capitalize upon, moral 

apologetics. What all chapters herein share is an interest in the moral imagination—how the 

authors’ given areas of interest (philosophy, theology, or aesthetics) overlap with moral 

questions as presented in Disney’s canon of animated classics. 
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As it is interdisciplinary, this volume is intended for anyone who is interested in 

interdisciplinary studies and the intersection of philosophy, theology, and the arts—especially for 

one who is interested in the connection between pop culture and apologetics. This work is 

intended to be presented at the “high popular” level. That is, it is written for a popular (not 

academic) audience, yet it is written in the hope of engaging academic and layperson alike. In the 

words of William Irwin, editor for the Blackwell Philosophy and Pop Culture Series: 

We are not aiming for the scholarly innovation of academic journal articles, nor are we 
producing classroom lectures. Rather, we are aiming to create a sense of discovery..... 
Admittedly, there is some risk of [sending the message that this is ‘all you need to 
know’], but it is the same risk that we take in teaching Introduction to Philosophy. The 
clear message of the intro course and of most public philosophy is that this is not all you 
need to know, but rather that this is an introduction, one that will hopefully prompt you to 
want to know more.6 

This applies not only to moral philosophy, but also to theology, apologetics, aesthetics and the 

study of pop culture. Similarly, this work does not presume to say all that can and should be said; 

its aim is to prompt further inquiry. 

A word of caution is in order for some Christian readers. One should avoid reading into 

Disney films literal prescriptions and ideologies that are not explicitly intended, though the 

drawing out of worldview applications implicitly embedded, or issues potentially suggested, is a 

worthwhile endeavor for fostering inquiry and dialogue—as this volume demonstrates. 

Christians should refrain from expecting all Disney films to “give the gospel;” it was not Walt’s 

intent to do so. This of course does not mean that the truth of God—in which Walt believed—

cannot be found, nor that narratives cannot point to the gospel. Yet, as Francis Schaeffer wrote, 

“We must never forget that the first part of the gospel is not “Accept Christ as Savior,” but “God 

is there.” Only then is one ready to hear God’s solution for man’s moral dilemma.”7 In so far as 

some chapters carry an apologetic concern, readers should understand that the primary 

apologetic concern therein is not Christian evangelism per se, but theistic pre-evangelism—
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arguing that Disney features press powerfully into deep convictions concerning higher moral 

truths, which often align strikingly with the Christian narrative. 

 

Overview of Essays 

 

This volume is divided into two sections. The first section explores the power of stories and the 

arts to speak to our moral and theological imagination. The focus here is on aesthetics, with an 

eye toward moral and theological significance. In that way, these essays exemplify imaginative 

and aesthetic apologetics. Holly Ordway argues that imagination is essential to moral judgment, 

as stories offer unique opportunities for vicariously experiencing the effect of moral choices and 

acquiring a broader sense of moral meaning. Subsequent chapters unpack Ordway’s premise and 

apply it to other aspects of the Disney oeuvre. Joel Paulus explores live-action animated musicals 

as a means of speaking to our desire for transcendence while communicating something about 

our need for a mediator. Doug Powell considers music’s ability to communicate something about 

the objectivity of beauty by tapping into our desires and emotions. Rounding out this first section 

are paired chapters by D. J. Culp and I that consider the role of music in the moral imagination 

and how Disney masterfully leverages that potential. 

Part II then investigates theological questions concerning moral formation, identity, and 

the human condition. Authors in this section investigate the moral formation and theological 

development of specific characters within particular narratives, expanding the apologetic 

discussion further. Shawn White insists we can learn a great deal about character formation, 

especially as it concerns the struggle between pride and humility, if we look to Pinocchio, 

Merida, Pocahontas, Aladdin, and Mulan. Miguel Benitez Jr. argues that Disney princesses are 
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purposefully drawn to signal something about virtue, holiness, and the acquisition of a beautiful 

soul. Timothy Bartel presents Rapunzel’s story as an artistic rendering of humanity’s deception 

and redemption, closing with a profound observation concerning art’s mediating role in 

communicating something about truth and identity. Sean Hadley explores Moana’s depiction of 

the moral tensions of lived communities, as morals are informed by one’s story, yet one’s culture 

may contain many competing narratives.  

Eric Williamson and Russell Clayton unpack what Disney presents as the “good life,” 

and how that stacks up against a Christian vision. Paul Miles presents Pinocchio as a portrait of 

spiritual deadness and a study in soteriology, while Mark Linville unpacks the nature of moral 

formation within this classic tale. John Weitzel analyzes Disney’s retelling of Hercules, arguing 

that this polytheistic narrative actually bespeaks the conviction of a grand moral order lying 

above the Greek Pantheon, and ultimately champions a Christian, rather than Homeric, 

conception of virtue. Lori Peters considers what hope looks like in a world fraught with pain and 

conflict as depicted in Cinderella. Josh Herring approaches The Lion King through a 

Kierkegaardian lens, as Simba wrestles with the tension between his desire for the aesthetic level 

of existence and his calling to embrace the ethical. Zachary Schmoll and Neal Foster explore two 

perspectives on hospitality in Beauty and the Beast. Whereas Schmoll reads this beloved tale in 

light of the parable of the Good Samaritan, pondering the practice of hospitality as a preparation 

for one’s growth into something more, Foster questions whether Beast, in light of hospitable 

actions which accompany his moral development, qualifies more as a Kierkegaardian knight of 

faith or a knight of infinite resignation. The work concludes with my own reflection on faith, 

hope, and the human condition in Raya and the Last Dragon.  
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Tale as Old as Time 

 

A common belief underlies all these chapters. In an “age of not believing”8 sometimes what we 

need is not new information and better arguments, but a new perspective—an opportunity to look 

again, in a new and imaginative way, at something we have seen many times before; to ponder 

anew an old familiar tale; to consider the stories we are given as attempts to communicate 

something meaningful about the human experience, before simply writing them off as mere 

children’s entertainment or compartmentalizing them so quickly into “fiction” and in opposition 

to “fact.” Perhaps when we look on old tales with fresh eyes, there may be “something there that 

wasn’t there before.”9 In The Sword in the Stone, Merlin attempts to offer Wart a good 

education, yet he goes about this not through teaching systematized methods for analyzing the 

world, but rather by expanding Wart’s perspective to see the fantastic within the familiar. Wart 

had no doubt seen squirrels, fish, and birds, time and again. And yet he had never thought to see 

as the squirrel, the fish, or the bird. It was through enchanting the ordinary—engaging the 

imagination and appealing to Wart’s direct experience—that Merlin was able to teach the young 

king-to-be how to see more clearly and consider more carefully the characters and problems 

before him. So too, Pocahontas asks John Smith to consider nature from nature’s perspective, 

and to learn to see people as “people,” even when they neither look nor act like him. 

Fantasia helped many children and adults to see Baroque, Classical, and Romantic music 

of the 1600-1800s in a new and engaging way. In The Emperor’s New Groove (2000), Kuzco 

had “seen” the peasants in his kingdom prior to his transformation into a llama, but this new 

outlook offered new insights into the richness of their narratives, and also into the depravity of 

his own heart. Rapunzel similarly had seen the lights of the annual festival for years, but by 
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stepping into that part of her culture to know it better, she gained a deeper insight into her own 

identity. This volume likewise invites the reader to revisit tales as old as 1937 to see these 

narratives anew; to consider the power of imagination and the extent to which the good and the 

beautiful, moral conviction and aesthetic allure, bespeak something of the deeper truths 

embedded within the background of Disney’s celebrated narratives; and to approach a handful of 

these narratives on their own terms yet in the light of an enfolding tale as old as time itself. 

 
 

1 See Mark Pinsky, The Gospel According to Disney (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 4-9. 
2 Ibid., 240-61. 
3 Annalee R. Ward, Mouse Morality: The Rhetoric of Disney Animated Film (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
2002), 135. 
4 Jeremy E. Scarbrough with Pat Sawyer, Disney as Doorway to Apologetic Dialogue (Houston: Moral Apologetics 
Press, 2023). 
5 E.g., the depiction of crows in Dumbo, stereotypical caricatures of Native Americans (Peter Pan) and East Asian 
peoples (The Aristocats and Lady and the Tramp). Disney animators could have certainly made some better choices 
along the way. There is also some controversy regarding the choice of a monkey for the jazz-loving King Louis (The 
Jungle Book).  
6 William Irwin, “Writing for the Reader: A Defense of Philosophy and Pop Culture Books,” Essays Philos 15 
(2014): 178-79. 
7 Francis A. Schaeffer, “The God Who is There,” in Francis A. Schaeffer Trilogy (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 
1990), 144. 
8 Richard M. Sherman and Robert B. Sherman, “The Age of Not Believing,” Bedknobs and Broomsticks, dir. Robert 
Stevenson (Burbank, CA: Walt Disney Studios, 1971). 
9 Howard Ashman and Alan Menken, “Something There,” in Beauty and the Beast, dir. Gary Trousdale and Kirk 
Wise (Burbank, CA: Walt Disney Studios, 1991). 


