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Harry Potter and the Ineffable 

January 15, 2023 

 

I have a confession to share with you today.  I am a huge Harry Potter nerd.  Last week, I talked 

about Lord of the Rings, and I have to admit that I’m not the same level of nerd regarding Harry 

Potter as Lord of the Rings, but I have a bit of wizarding know-how.  I think I’d do okay if I took 

the O.W.L.s or N.E.W.T.s tests. 

 

In the first book or movie, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, Harry discovers a mirror that 

is tucked away in a disused classroom in his wizarding school.  It is called the Mirror of Erised, a 

cryptic title.  And when Harry peers into this mirror, he doesn’t only see his own face.  He sees 

himself standing with his mom and dad, both of whom died when Harry was a baby.  Then as he 

looks closer, he sees other people who have his same eyes or similar hair or facial features that 

resemble his own.  He realizes that he’s looking at his extended family in the mirror, none of 

whom he has ever met.  But when he turns around and looks behind himself in the room, he sees 

that he is alone. 

 

When Harry’s best friend Ron looks in the mirror, he sees only himself.  But he discovers that 

his mirror image is holding all kinds of accolades.  Ron is holding trophies and awards that he 

has won, he wears a badge of being the Head Boy of the school, and none of Ron’s many 

relatives or older brothers are anywhere in sight in the mirror. 

 

The mirror becomes intoxicating for those who look at it.  Harry finds himself sneaking into this 

unused room in the wee hours of the morning, night after night, just to gaze at his long-lost 

family members. 

 

Eventually, the headmaster of the school, Dumbledore, finds Harry in the room with the mirror.  

Dumbledore tells the boy that this mirror doesn’t show reality; it shows the greatest desire of the 

person looking into it.  Harry, who has never known his family, sees himself surrounded by 

loved ones.  Ron, who has always lived in the shadow of the accomplishments of his older 

brothers, finds himself alone and successful. 

 

At the end of the conversation, Dumbledore tells Harry that he plans to move the mirror so that 

Harry is not tempted to continue gazing into it.  Then Harry asks Dumbledore a question.  He 

asks the headmaster what he sees when he looks at the mirror.  Dumbledore responds that he sees 

himself with a huge supply of socks, because everyone always gives a headmaster books rather 

than practical items like socks. 

 

It only occurs to Harry much later that maybe Dumbledore wasn’t being totally honest with him.  

But as Harry admits to himself, it was a very personal question. 
J. K. Rowling. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. New York: Scholastic. 1997. 

 

If you could look into a mirror like that, a mirror that shows your heart’s deepest desire, what do 

you imagine you would see?  What do you yearn for?  
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We hear a question like that in John’s Gospel today.  We have two sections in the reading.  The 

first is John the Baptism talking about who Jesus is and what happened at his baptism.  There’s a 

lot there, but I’m not going to delve into that today.  

 

Instead, I’d like to look at the second half, the second paragraph, where Jesus, John, and a few 

disciples have a conversation.  Each of these sentences that are spoken have deep, profound 

messages in them. 

 

The first sentence comes when two disciples start following Jesus.  Jesus turns around and looks 

at them, and more than looks at them – gazes at, discerns their hearts.  And he asks, “What are 

you looking for?” 

 

This is more than a simple question, “Why are you following me?”  To the narrator John, Jesus is 

almost omnipotent.  He knows that these men see something in him.  They probably believe he is 

the Messiah, and they have some pre-conceived notions about what the messiah should do.  

“What are you looking for?  What are you hoping to find?” 

 

It’s a good question for us.  The first question for us to think about today: What are you looking 

for right now?  What is your desire?  What do you yearn for? 

 

Let’s be a little more specific.  On your spiritual journey, what are you looking for?  What gives 

you strength for your soul?  What are you looking for in your spiritual life? 

 

I’ll share a short story with you.  I’ve told this before, so if you’ve heard it, you can zone out for 

a few minutes.  When I was a young adult, I spent some time away from the church, in college 

and for a few years afterwards.  I liked Jesus a lot, but I wasn’t thrilled with Christians or church.   

So I called myself “a follower of Christ,” not a Christian. 

 

And then at one point, I visited my parents at home in northeast Ohio.  And I went to church with 

them.  And I had one of those moments that day.  At one point in the service, we were singing a 

hymn.  And time stopped for just a second.  I looked around at the people, folks who had known 

me for a long time and showed me unconditional love and support.  I looked at the colorful 

hangings, and the beauty of the sunlight streaming in.  I swam in the beautiful music that 

surrounded me. 

 

And I felt a profound sense of belonging.  I was home.  I could be myself here, and more 

importantly, I would be accepted as simply myself.   

 

That was one of the first inklings I had that I might want to be not only a follower of Christ but a 

priest.  After that sacred moment, I wanted to help create a place, a community, where people 

would know in the depths of their heart, that they belonged, just as they were.   

 

What are you looking for?  I am always looking, like many people, to belong.  And that is an 

essential part of my call, to help create a space where everyone can come and be themselves and 

know that they are accepted and loved. 
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What are you looking for?  That is the question that Jesus asks those two men. 

 

But that’s not the end of the conversation! 

 

In response to this profound question, the two disciples ask a very ordinary question: “Where are 

you staying?”  But like Jesus, they aren’t just looking for simple details, about his lodging.  They 

are inquiring (if we translate literally), “Jesus, where do you dwell?  Where do you abide?” 

 

It was the question that many people were asking when John was writing his Gospel in the early 

2nd century.  “Where is Jesus?”  There is persecution and hardship, and Jesus said he was coming 

back.  Jesus, where are you? 

 

It’s a question that again we ourselves might ask.  Where can we find Jesus?  Hopefully, we can 

experience Christ’s presence and love in church, but Jesus isn’t confined to the church any more 

than air is confined to the inside of this building.   

• We experience Christ’s love in relationships with people we care about (and strangers).   

• We know the peace of Christ when we have a tough decision to make and we do what is 

right rather than what is easy. 

• We experience some reassurance from Jesus when we mess up… because we remember 

that Peter, this rock, pretended not to know Jesus 3 times to save his own reputation, and 

he became the head of the church! 

 

Jesus, where do you dwell? 

 

And then, finally, we have Jesus’ answer.  “Come and see.”  It’s an invitation that is found 

throughout the Bible, from the Psalms to the Book of Revelation.  Come and see.  At the end of 

the day, some things are beyond description.  Who is this person we call Jesus?  Describe the 

moment when you first felt a call to follow Jesus.  What does your faith mean to you?  

 

Some concepts are beyond words.  We call those things “ineffable” – unable to be put into 

language.  The epitome of this concept is “God.”  How do you describe the force that created our 

universe, a presence of love that we encounter in our hearts, a cause of wonder and awe?  The 

word “God” is simply shorthand so that we can talk about this Being with others.  God and our 

spiritual life are ineffable. 

 

And when we try to put it into words, we fail.  One of Father Cal’s words of advice was “Don’t 

try to eff the ineffable.”  Sometimes, all we can do is hear Jesus’ invitation, “Come and see.”  Set 

down your concerns and your schedule and experience this moment. 

 

Then, when we have had one of those moments, then we can invite others by saying, “Come and 

see.”  Here is this experience that I have found deeply meaningful; let me share it with you.  

Maybe that means inviting someone to church; maybe it means taking them to a restaurant that 

serves life-changing French fries.  To share a spiritual encounter, words often fail.  All you can 

do is say, “Come and see.” 

 

It’s a rich Gospel story.  Every sentence in this exchange is profound. 
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“What are you looking for?” 

“Jesus, where do you dwell?” 

“Come and see.” 

 

May we see the richness in those words, and may we sometimes stop trying to use words and 

appreciate the grace that we call God. 

 

Amen. 
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