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The Wizard of Oz 
 

 Since its release in 1939, Victor Fleming’s The Wizard of Oz has established itself as one 

of the most important fantasy films in history. Its songs have become popular standards, its 

characters are beloved by generations of parents and children, and its imagery has led to 

countless parodies and imitations. Frequently it seems that the actual story, based on L. Frank 

Baum’s 1900 novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900), gets lost in a sea of pop culture 

paraphernalia. It was heralded as being one of the first identifiably American fairy tales, not just 

because of its American setting, but also because of its inclusion of farming and industrialization 

motifs. Indeed, two of young Dorothy’s companions on her quest to the Emerald City represent 

these themes, being, respectively, a Scarecrow and a Tin Man. The story itself seems to take bits 

and pieces from other narrative tropes common to fantasy stories and fairy tales: Dorothy is a 

stranger in a strange land who must find her way Home (Hansel and Gretel); she encounters a 

series of bizarre challenges and characters (The Odyssey); and she is alternatively helped and 

harmed by witches (Rapunzel). If taken one step further, Dorothy’s journey to the Emerald City 

in order to receive a boon from some mystical force can be interpreted as a modern parallel to the 

Arthurian legends concerning the search for the Holy Grail.  

 

 It is this very ease of interpreting the film that has in great part made it such an enduring 

touchstone of the American cultural identity. Over the decades many theories have been 

promulgated as to what the film truly means: it is a Populist political parable; it is a feminist 

allegory; it is an examination of Jungian psychoanalytic theories. The list goes on and on. But 

some of the most compelling interpretations are religious ones. I have read studies and sermons 

inspired by The Wizard of Oz and very few seem to agree on just what represents what in Baum’s 

beloved stories. Maybe the Yellow Brick Road is the path to enlightenment and the Emerald City 

heaven? But, by extension, that would indicate that God is the Wizard; a cowardly con-artist who 

savagely manipulates people to hide his lack of power. Maybe the Wicked Witch of the West is 

Satan; a malevolent force dedicated to corrupting and destroying God’s children (read: 

Dorothy)? But again the metaphor breaks apart because it suggests that mankind can defeat Satan 

on their own, much like Dorothy drenching the Witch in water, without the aid of God or an 

external spiritual authority. If Dorothy’s trip to the Emerald City is indeed representative of life 

itself, then that suggests that the purpose of life is meaningless since the inhabitants of the 

Emerald City are incapable of helping Dorothy get home.  

 

 Investigating the personal beliefs of Baum serves only to further complicate any possible 

religious interpretations of his work. Though he was affiliated throughout his life with various 

Christian churches and denominations, the vast majority of his literary output (including his 

books based in Oz) were written after he and his wife joined the Theosophical Society in 1892, 

an organization devoted to esoteric investigations into the nature of the universe and the study of 



comparative world religions and philosophies. The Theosophists believed that there was some 

truth in all world religions and that it was up to mankind to investigate and discover what was 

and what was not ultimately true. Furthermore, looking for explicitly religious symbolism in the 

Oz books is a largely fruitless task. Churches are mentioned only once in his Oz books: when the 

Cowardly Lion accidentally breaks one made of porcelain with his tail while traveling through 

Dainty China Country in The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900). 

 

 But there is one element of the story of The Wizard of Oz that I personally feel escapes 

many religious commentators. At the end, after the Wizard’s attempt to send her back to Kansas 

has failed, Glenda the Good Witch appears and tells a grief-stricken Dorothy that she has had the 

power to return home by herself the whole time. The Scarecrow, not unreasonably, demands to 

know why she didn’t tell Dorothy that when she first arrived in Oz. Glenda responds, “Because 

she wouldn’t have believed me. She had to learn it for herself.” Too often, as Christians, we 

forget that faith in Christ is a journey, not a destination. And as we continue down that road, we 

discover that we are reaching our true potential as children of God. It is only after we have been 

perfected in Christ - a perfection that is completed by God’s power, not our own - that we can 

look within ourselves and realize who we are and what we are capable of. It is only then that we 

can truly go Home again. 
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