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So, the question has been posed, “Can [the film] Harvey be appropriated for Christian use?” That is to say, can it be, “pressed into Christian service?” The answer, plain and simple, is that it most certainly can. Anything, and I do mean anything can be made to communicate a Gospel message or used to accomplish purposes intended by Christians. That phrase, “pressed into Christian service” is the key. It evokes the image of using something for religious ends whether it “wants” to be used or not. Such a task is more often taken up than I should have space here to account, but suffice it to say that it is not only possible, but rather easy. The result may be crass and nauseatingly simplistic, but it can indeed be done.


Really, the question of appropriation for art is not the right question at all. Nor is the idea of “Christian” viewing habits something that may be universally applied to all believers. The logical approach is to assume that one is viewing art for itself as itself, for nothing else is really fair to the art or the artist. But art is an experience as well as a created thing – a conversation between the piece and its viewer, between artist and audience. The question is not whether one is able to squash and manipulate the art until it can be used as an object lesson in Christian faith, but what one will bring to the conversation. What a Christian brings is his or her worldview, tastes, beliefs and experiences. With those tools of engagement in hand then, how are we to respond to Harvey? 


To solve this problem, our questions are three: “Where does this film show points of congruency with a Christian worldview?” “Where does this film show points of incongruency with a Christian worldview?” And finally, “How can we respond to this film in a manner that is grounded in a Christian worldview?”


Let us handle these first questions as swiftly as possible. For points of congruency and incongruency with a Christian worldview, this film has a few interesting thematic qualities. First, the basic themes of the film appear to be seeing and believing. Elwood and Dr. Chumley both have faith in Harvey, though no one else can see him. This could be likened, if somewhat trivially, to faith in God. But they believe in Harvey because they can see him when others can’t. Biblical faith is most “blessed” when those who haven’t seen still believe. 


The film also speaks to the reality of the spiritual world, despite reasonable opposition. Harvey is characterized not just as a vision or hallucination, but a spiritual being. This again would support the Christian notion of the reality of the spirit realm. Harvey is, however, a pooka – a fairy spirit from Celtic mythology. So, this spirit is a Pagan one and such a spirit would be one with which Christians would be loathe to consort, as Elwood eagerly does in the film.


So, how is a Christian to respond? Is this a wholesome affirmation of faith for the whole family to enjoy? Or is it a temptation into Pagan religious practices wrapped up in a deceptively attractive package? Either response seems virtually ripped from the headlines of your average Christian newspaper. I would disagree with a wholesale commitment to either view. I believe that a Christian response to art need not be tethered to the idea of passing judgement on a thing as “suitable” or “unsuitable” for the delicate Christian palette. Nor should the goal be to make of everything a quaint Sunday School lesson. I believe that a Christian response will vary greatly from person to person, just as any other sort of response would, and that it would consist of what a Christian – based on his or her worldview – takes away from the piece. So the following is my perspective.


I’m uncomfortable with the “pooka spirit” notion of this film and I don’t like seeing kindly, gentle Elwood P. Dowd as someone who consorts with, for lack of a better word, demons. But I just don’t think the film is about that. It is simply about what we see, what we don’t see and what we believe. Where others see air, Elwood sees a big rabbit. Where others see a bar full of drunks, Elwood sees kind people with interesting stories. 


There is an interesting line early in the film regarding the two doctors. Miss Kelly says, “Dr. Sanderson sees everyone. Dr. Chumley sees no one.” In fact, Dr. Sanderson sees no one. He is blind to Kelly’s overtures of romance and affection and baffled by her frustration and anger. He sees Veta as insane and in need of immediate institutionalization, while he assumes that Elwood is perfectly normal. It is only with Elwood’s help that he begins to see others, namely Kelly. Dr. Chumley, on the other hand, sees everyone. Particularly, he sees Harvey. 


But all this seeing and believing in a big white rabbit is more about seeing and believing in other people for who and what they are than it is about hallucinations or ancient spirits. Elwood looks past what is clearly visible and sees, just as plainly, not only who people are inside but what they have the potential to be. Veta realizes that, though he seems crazy on the surface, that kind, unassuming brother of hers is a wonderful person and that she loves him just the way he is – rabbit and all. Dr. Chumley sees himself and what he really wants in life. Dr. Sanderson sees Kelly and she gets to see what she’s hoped for. She sees kindness in his eyes. Even Wilson and Myrtle Mae see in each other someone they could love, past their odd looks and silly ways. 


Harvey, to me, is about having faith that people can be good, that kindness is worthwhile and that if we take the time to look, there is so much more to see in this world than most of us ever notice. To me, that is a much more powerful truth for daily Christian living than God metaphors or fear of Pagan ideas. It’s also, I think, truer to the heart of the story than any clumsy attempt to Christianize something that just doesn’t need our meddling to be a thing of beauty, truth, and relevance to Christian faith.
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