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Preface
Living Heroic Lives

The Purpose of This Book

The superheroes of Marvel Comics have become some of the most recognizable 
characters in popular culture. They are featured not only in comic books but also 
in major motion pictures, animated television shows, and video games. As these 
stories entertain us, they also present us with their own particular perspectives 
on what it means to live a heroic life. This book is an attempt to refl ect on those 
perspectives in a thoughtful manner, putting them into dialogue with insights from 
the Bible and Christian scholars.

Superheroes may seem like an unlikely source for refl ection on the life of faith. 
People of faith do not believe that we solve the world’s problems by dressing up in 
spandex costumes and beating people up. We should question the entire premise 
of stories in which our problems are solved by having someone in a costume 
come in and clobber villains in order to preserve law and order. Like the ancient 
myths, however, the stories of Marvel superheroes also offer readers and viewers 
some positive models of how extraordinary people face challenges and struggle 
to overcome adversity in order to live out heroic lives.

The Marvel superheroes discussed in this book, as conceived by Stan Lee, Jack 
Kirby, and others, were not perfect people who lived charmed lives. They had to 
deal with family affairs, anger issues, money troubles, and a whole host of other 
problems. Like most of us, they had to overcome everyday problems in order to 
live out heroic lives. Because of this, their stories provide us with opportunities to 
refl ect on our efforts to do the same.

This book opens with an interview with Stan Lee, who was the co-creator of 
most of the heroes discussed in this book. Insights from my interviews with three 
other Marvel creators, Chris Claremont, Herb Trimpe, and Kurt Busiek, appear 
throughout the book. The introduction examines some of the inherent problems 
that stories of superheroes present for people of faith and then provides a brief 
history of Marvel Comics. Each chapter focuses on a particular Marvel superhero 
or team of superheroes. With nearly half a century’s worth of stories for many of 
these characters, it is not possible to explore every story or every hero. This book 
focuses on the heroes created by Lee, Kirby, and others in the 1960s and examines 
the characters’ origins, some of their better-known story lines, and the popular 
motion pictures that feature them.
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Marvelous Mythsx

Each chapter explores the particular issues and obstacles each hero or team 
faces in their efforts to live heroic lives. It then refl ects on how we might face those 
same issues and obstacles as we strive to live our own heroic lives in the real world. 
While none of us will ever put on a costume and go around punching out criminals, 
we can still do our best to live heroic lives by loving others, doing what is right 
even in hard times, controlling our anger, doing our civic duty, using our gifts 
and talents to help others, and more. Although I hope that this book will speak to 
readers from a variety of backgrounds, I am writing as a Protestant Christian and 
I put the issues raised by the stories of these superheroes into conversation with 
insights from Christian scholars and the Bible. Each chapter then ends with some 
questions for refl ection, which can be used by individuals or in group studies.

Dedication: What Makes a Life Heroic?

I dedicate this book to my big brother Bob Dalton. Bob was one of the earliest 
members of Marvel’s fi rst fan club, the Merry Marvel Marching Society. In 1969, 
when I was seven years old, he walked with me nearly a mile to the one store in our 
small hometown to help me buy my fi rst comic book, a copy of The Incredible Hulk 
#119 (September 1969). In those early years, Bob shared with me his enthusiasm 
for comic books, but he also encouraged me to think critically about them and 
all popular culture from the perspective of my faith. Encouragement became a 
recurring motif in Bob’s life. Bob was gifted with a very intelligent mind, and he 
used it to do research, teach Sunday School, and be a thoughtful Christian. As 
the oldest of fi ve siblings, he inspired the rest of us to take our studies in school 
seriously. Bob was also a gifted musician. When he was still a teenager he could 
write songs and play the guitar like few others in northern Michigan. It seemed 
to us as if he had a superpower. Bob used that power to encourage others, fi rst 
by playing early Christian rock songs in our small Baptist church. Then, while a 
student at Central Michigan University, he used a very long extension cord to play 
lead electric guitar as he also played the role of Judas in a traveling production of 
the musical Godspell. Later, he wrote his own songs of faith and performed them 
at churches and Christian coffee houses throughout the Midwest. Bob was also a 
gifted writer. He wrote novels and newspaper columns that challenged readers 
to be thoughtful about their faith. Later in his career, Bob became a multimedia 
professional, and he and his family took vacation time to travel to Jamaica to help 
produce a video for the New Vision City of Refuge children’s home. Bob was not 
a world-famous musician, novelist, or video producer, but he used the gifts and 
talents that he had to encourage others and to minister for his faith. Along the way, 
in day-to-day interactions with others, Bob found ways to encourage others and 
share with them his enthusiasm for God’s creation.

Bob encouraged me to write this book and was excited to share his thoughts, 
read through my early drafts of the chapters, and offer advice. But life intervened 
in ways we had not planned. Just as I started to write this book, doctors discovered 
a tumor in Bob’s brain. At age fi fty-four, Bob was diagnosed with glioblastoma 
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multiforme, an advanced form of brain cancer. Soon after the diagnosis, I visited 
Bob in the hospital. He said, “You know, some people might say how sad it is that 
this is happening to someone so young, but the way I look at it, I’ve already had 
such a full life.” He talked about how he had the chance to write and make his 
own music, how he was able to write newspaper columns and novels, how he got 
the chance to do multimedia work, and how he was able to use his various gifts 
for the work of the church. Most of all, he talked about his family. He loved his 
wife Renée, and he was amazed that he was blessed with three children, Lindsey, 
Rob, and Kaitlyn, who, as he put it, had more creativity in their little pinkies than 
he had in his whole body. During our visits in those last months of his life, Bob 
shared with me his thoughts on Marvel superheroes. Even near the very end of 
his life, when it was hard for him to talk on the phone, he would gather up the 
strength to talk to me and share some new ideas. Bob would not have agreed with 
all the opinions or perspectives that I share in this book, but our conversations led 
to some of the book’s better sections.

After Bob died, I had the privilege of serving as the minister who offi ciated at 
his funeral. I was moved to hear how Bob had touched so many people in so many 
ways. Sometimes he touched them through his creative gifts, but often he touched 
them simply through the ways he found to encourage people every day. During 
the service, his youngest nephew Jack came up and shared with the congregation 
a picture of Marvel superheroes that he had drawn and colored for Bob while he 
was in the hospital, and he told us how Bob had talked to him about superheroes. 
Bob’s friend Phil was the song leader and soloist for the service, and after hearing 
all the testimonies, Phil noted that what he had been hearing were stories not of a 
life cut short but of a life fulfi lled.

My brother Bob would have been the fi rst person to say that he was not perfect, 
but by using his gifts to serve God and encourage others, he lived a fulfi lled life. 
He was my hero. My brothers Dave and Tim and my sister Ann are all heroes to 
me in different ways, but this book is dedicated to my big brother Bob who loved 
Marvel superheroes, loved God, and lived out a heroic life that touched many 
lives. ‘Nuff said.
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xv

Prelude
A Conversation with Stan Lee

As editor-in-chief and primary writer, co-plotter, and co-creator of most of the 
heroes discussed in this book, Stan Lee was the driving force behind the resurgence 
of Marvel Comics in the 1960s. He was born Stanley Martin Lieber on December 
28, 1922, in New York City. As a teenager he became assistant editor at Timely 
Comics (the precursor to Marvel Comics) and created the pen name “Stan Lee” 
in order to preserve his birth name for what he thought would be his later, more 
serious writing. At age twenty, after serving in World War II, he returned to New 
York City and became the company’s editor. Publisher Martin Goldman gave him 
the position temporarily, intending to replace him soon with someone older and 
more experienced. Instead, Lee remained in that position for several decades and 
guided the company through some rocky periods for the comic industry. Lee is best 
known for his work in the 1960s, when he worked with artists such as Jack Kirby 
and Steve Ditko to create a new kind of superhero that took the world of comic 
books by storm. He has received many honors, including a National Medal of the 
Arts presented to him in 2008 “for his groundbreaking work as one of America’s 
most prolifi c storytellers, recreating the American comic book. His complex plots 
and humane superheroes celebrate courage, honesty, and the importance of helping 
the less fortunate, refl ecting America’s inherent goodness.”1 A new generation of 
fans knows him for his Hitchcockian cameos in the Marvel fi lms that feature his 
co-creations.

From 1967 to 1980, Lee wrote “Stan’s Soapbox,” brief two- or three-paragraph 
musings about superheroes and life in general, which were featured as part of the 
bulletin page that appeared each month in every comic book that Marvel published. 
In these “Soapboxes,” Lee often said that Marvel did not take sides on the issues 
of the day but, especially from 1967 to 1972, his “Soapbox” columns contained 
increasingly urgent pleas for tolerance and understanding.2

Lee does not consider himself to be a religious man in the sense that he formally 
practices any one religion. He was born into a Jewish family and has been married 
to his wife, Joan, an Episcopalian, for over sixty years.3 While he does not adhere 
to any particular world religion, in the interview that follows one can see that he 
has some serious thoughts regarding several issues that concern people of faith, 
including issues of good versus evil and the nature of humankind.

In the interview below, I refer to Lee’s poem “God Woke,” which was written 
circa 1970 but was only recently published.4 In the poem, Lee describes the way 
people make a show of submitting themselves to God but are actually trying to 
turn God into a slave who is at their beck and call, answering their every prayer 
and giving them whatever they want. Lee imagines God looking down on the 
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wars being fought over issues of religion, race, or a piece of coveted land and 
being distraught at how people use God as part of their justifi cation for war. He 
sarcastically writes, “The mayhem, the carnage, the slaughter won’t cease / But 
no need to worry, God’s in his corner, he’s killing for peace.”5 The poem is a plea 
for humankind to take responsibility for its own actions, a theme that also was 
important to Lee’s longtime partner Jack Kirby.6

This interview was conducted by phone on March 3, 2009. Mr. Lee was in his 
offi ce at POW! Entertainment in Beverly Hills, California, and I was in my offi ce 
at Brite Divinity School in Fort Worth, Texas. We talked about his characters, living 
a heroic life, and the diffi culties with seeing the world as simply a battle of good 
guys against bad guys.

Stan Lee: Russell W. Dalton, this is Stan Lee.
Russell Dalton: Hi, Stan. You can call me Russ.
Lee: OK [laughs], you prefer that to W.? [laughs]
Dalton: Yes! [laughs]
Stan: OK!
Dalton: Well, it’s a privilege to talk to you, sir. I’m a divinity school 

professor, and I’m writing a book that refl ects on how Marvel heroes, 
and we ourselves, need to overcome obstacles in our lives to live out 
our mission in life, to live a heroic life. And I know our time is brief, 
so I will get right to the questions, if that’s OK.

Lee: OK.
Dalton: Well, I’ve heard comments and I’m sure you’ve heard comments 

from those who read the Marvel Comic books that you wrote while they 
were growing up, and they talk about how your stories and characters 
infl uenced them in ways that they fi nd hard to put into words. But the 
general theme of their comments is that the stories you wrote made 
them want to be better people and perhaps, some say, gave them a 
helpful perspective on life. I have my own theories as to why your 
characters and your stories had such a profound impact on people, 
but what is your theory? Why do you think that those Marvel heroes’ 
impact went beyond entertainment to infl uencing the way people lived 
out their lives?

Lee: Well, you know, I am probably no better a judge of that than anyone 
else because I wasn’t really trying, at least it wasn’t my main objective, 
to help people live their lives when I wrote these stories. I was just 
hoping the stories would be entertaining enough and people would 
enjoy them enough that they would keep buying the magazines and I 
would earn a living. But if people really did fi nd something benefi cial 
in the stories, I would imagine it might be because I tried to make the 
heroes easy to relate to, in the sense that they weren’t all perfect human 
beings. They had their own problems, their own personal problems, 
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their own devils that they had to overcome. And maybe the average 
reader was able to empathize with those characters because the average 
person has plenty of problems also that he or she is trying to overcome.

Dalton: And Peter Parker is an excellent example of a hero with whom we 
could empathize. He dealt with a lot of problems. And I have a theory 
that part of what made Peter Parker keep going, despite the odds, is 
that he was not motivated by a sense of revenge, not even a sense of 
guilt, and certainly not out of a desire for fame and glory, because he 
defi nitely did not get that.

Lee: No.
Dalton: Instead, he had this sense that “with great power comes great 

responsibility.” So even though he wanted to quit, it was that sense of 
responsibility that kept him going. Do you have any thoughts on that, 
Peter’s motivation as responsibility?

Lee: You hit it pretty close. It was mainly the responsibility, although I 
think a tiny bit of guilt also, because he did feel a sense of guilt in that 
he hadn’t been there for his uncle when his uncle was killed. But the 
responsibility, to me, was a very important part of it. Because I’ve often 
thought, what would make a superhero, if there were such things as 
superheroes, risk his life day after day, fi ghting bad guys, putting his 
life on the line all the time? It would have to be a very compelling 
reason. So, in Peter Parker’s case, it was the feeling that he had the 
responsibility to do this. When he gained this power, because he didn’t 
use it correctly in the beginning, he blamed himself for his uncle’s 
death. He became very much aware that, when having any sort of an 
ability, you are almost compelled, you have to use it, you have to be 
responsible, because you have that talent, that ability, that superpower 
if you will. And with that power comes the attendant responsibility.

Dalton: One thing you are well known for is humanizing heroes, but 
another thing that struck me as I reread many of your stories was that 
you created empathy for so-called villains as well. You showed the 
possibility of redemption. You had many former villains become heroes, 
especially in The Avengers. And it seems as though the 1971 Attica State 
Prison riots tragedy seemed to have a big effect on you. You wrote an 
issue of The Amazing Spider-Man #99, in which you had Spider-Man help 
stop a similar prison riot tragedy and you wrote a “Soapbox” column 
on it about the dangers of committing injustice in the name of “right.” 
Would you talk a bit about your concern to avoid splitting the world 
into just good guys and bad guys, and your empathy for criminals?

Lee: Well, I’m not really all that sympathetic with people who are dangerous 
criminals, of course. But I do feel that so often people tend to divide 
other people into groups: good guys or bad guys. Very few people 
are all bad. Most people, there is a chance for them to become good. 
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There is a chance for them to redeem themselves, I think, unless they 
are totally hopeless, and I don’t know how many of those there are. 
And even most good people occasionally may yield to temptation or 
may do something that they regret later. People are very complex, and 
it just doesn’t seem right to take the very simplistic attitude, “This guy 
is good, this guy is bad, and that is the end of it.” That’s too unrealistic, 
I think. If I can do a story that shows that somebody who had made 
some mistakes in his life, or done some wrong things in his life, that 
there is still hope for this person, that he can be redeemed, that he can 
be turned around, so to speak, and become a good guy, it’s kind of nice. 
Those kinds of stories I fi nd satisfying.

Dalton: Well, quite frankly, I think that makes for good theology as well. I 
loved your “Soapboxes,” and I loved where you pointed out the limits 
of the superhero genre. You talked about how, for example, bigotry 
and racism “can’t be halted with a punch in the snoot, or a zap from 
a ray gun” but that the best way to destroy them is to expose them 
and reveal them. And as we’ve been discussing, you wrote about how 
“nobody is all good, or all bad.” Did you have this in mind with your 
approach to Marvel Comics—the danger of comic book superheroes 
oversimplifying society’s problems and trying to help people think 
about them in a more complex way? Today we would call what you 
did a “deconstruction” of the superhero.

Lee: Wow!
Dalton: Well, I wonder if you had that in mind.
Lee: Well, I would love to take credit for that, but I honestly don’t think 

so. It might have been subconscious. As I mentioned before, the only 
thing that was uppermost in my mind, and I think it is uppermost in 
most writers’ minds, is “I hope people will like these stories and that 
the books will sell.” Because you always worry, what if you do a story 
and no one cares for it and nobody buys the book. So my fi rst thought 
always was “I hope I can make these stories entertaining enough that 
people will want to read them and want to read more of them.” That’s 
always the primary goal. Now beyond that, in writing the stories, you 
always get different thoughts and different ideas. That’s when I might 
think to myself, I can put in a few sentences here that would make 
somebody stop and think. But again, to be perfectly honest, that was 
never my overriding intention when I started. It was just to hopefully 
write something that people would enjoy reading.

Dalton: Well, you succeeded on that point. In 2007, you returned to work 
with John Romita Jr. and wrote The Last Fantastic Four Story: World’s 
End. In the story you returned to a common theme in your work. After 
thousands of years humankind is as warlike as ever. Crime, poverty, 
and bigotry still exist. So a cosmic tribunal decides that we deserve to 
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be destroyed. But it is the compassion of humankind, as seen through 
the example of the Fantastic Four who fought to save those who would 
destroy them, that proves we are worthy of existing. Why was that 
particular story an important one for you to tell?

Lee: Well, when I was asked, if I were to write the last story of the FF what 
would I write? I felt it wouldn’t be seemly to just have a story of them 
fi ghting some supervillain as they had done so many times in the past. 
If this is going to theoretically wrap up the series, it ought to be a story 
with a point to it, with a moral, or something that would make people 
think with a philosophic angle. That is why I did it that way. I worked 
a little bit harder in trying to think of an angle that was different from 
what I might have written before.

Dalton: Many have asked you in the past about the Silver Surfer being a 
Christ fi gure, but personally I don’t see him that way.7 I see the Surfer 
as having much more in common with the God of the Hebrew prophets 
who looks down and sees how crazy the world is and says, in effect, 
“Why are you doing this to each other and to my world?” And that’s 
really the same god as the God in your poem “God Woke,” isn’t it?

Lee: Oh, you read that poem? Wow!
Dalton: Yes, well, the poem presents an outside perspective, with God 

looking down on us and seeing both our faults and our great potential. 
And I wonder what you thought of that in general and in terms of the 
Silver Surfer?

Lee: Well, I think you hit the nail right on the head with the Silver Surfer. 
I never thought of him as a Christlike fi gure, although other people 
have written that. I agree with you, he’s just somebody from another 
world that can’t understand why we don’t appreciate this world and 
take care of it and take care of each other as we should. I’m sorry, what 
was the other part of the question?

Dalton: In general, I was wondering about that perspective in “God 
Woke,” with God looking and seeing how people act. I was wondering 
about your vision of God in that poem.

Lee: Well, you know, I was a little nervous about ever making that poem 
public, because I thought it might offend some religious people, but I 
was very happy that it didn’t seem to have. Most people who read it 
seemed to like it. It’s just that I have often felt that people spend too 
much time just asking God for things all the time in their prayers. It’s 
hard for me to just imagine some divinity up above us who is doing 
nothing but listening to us twenty-four hours a day. I feel that after a 
while he’d get pretty bored or pretty annoyed that we were harassing 
him this way. And I feel, have any religion you want, that’s fi ne. But 
kind of do things on your own, don’t depend on some invisible power 
somewhere to accomplish things for you. I feel it is sort of a cop-out. 
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So anyway, that’s the way I feel about it.
Dalton: Well, I know that one thing you’ve made clear in many interviews 

is that you did not want Marvel Comics to be religious in the sense that 
it would advocate for any one religion.

Lee: Oh, absolutely. And, certainly not even for my philosophy, which 
wouldn’t be fair to infl ict on people.

Dalton: You did, however, feel strongly about some ethical and religious 
themes such as “Do unto others like you would have done to you.”

Lee: Well, to me, I don’t feel that is religious. To me, that is probably the 
greatest sentence ever written since the world began. If you think about 
it, if everybody would just live according to that precept, this would be 
heaven on earth. If you treated people the way you’d want to be treated 
you’d never lie, you’d never rob, you’d never cheat, you’d never do 
anything to hurt anybody else, because you wouldn’t want anybody 
to do that to you. As far as I am concerned, that should be the sum of 
all religions right there in that one sentence.

Dalton: And it is a principle in many of the great world religions, to have 
that attitude.

Lee: Yeah.
Dalton: On a more personal note, one could say that you’ve lived a heroic 

life of your own.
Lee: I don’t know about that.
Dalton: Well, I know that, as with anyone in any business, you’ve had 

disagreements with people, but I’ve found that it’s hard to fi nd people 
who say anything other than what a generous and great person you 
are to be around and to work with.

Lee: Well, they are great judges of character, obviously! [laughs]
Dalton: Well, I know you want to be humble about it, but if, in any way, 

you have lived a heroic life, I wonder what you think are some of the 
keys for doing so?

Lee: Well, I certainly don’t know that I have lived a heroic life; all I did 
was write stories for most of my life. I got married and had a daughter, 
love my wife, love my daughter, love the work that I do. And for the 
most part, I have loved the people I have worked with. I’ve always 
been very lucky because I have worked with some of the most creative 
people you could fi nd anywhere—artists, writers. Now that I am in Los 
Angeles, I work with screenwriters, actors, directors. So I have been 
a very lucky guy, because I have always been incredibly interested in 
my work. I have been lucky enough to love what I do. In fact, I think 
one of the tragedies of the world is that so many people do work 
that is meaningless to them. They just do it because it is a means to 
earn a living, but they get no joy or satisfaction from it. There are so 
many people who just have jobs, a fellow who is a clerk in a store or a 
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deliveryman. There are so many jobs that bring very little satisfaction. 
But you do them because you have to make a living. I feel very sorry 
for people who [do not have careers in which they] can’t wait to get 
up in the morning and go to work because they love what they do so 
much. I realize, proportionately, there are very few such people in the 
world and there are very few of such jobs, you might say, that you could 
love going to. So in that sense I consider myself incredibly lucky. Not 
heroic, just lucky.

Dalton: That’s a good perspective. It is a perspective that refl ects on a real 
strength you gave to the characters you created. To some extent, they 
were real people. You alluded to this earlier, when you mentioned that 
your heroes faced normal problems. They were in families that bickered, 
or they were teased at school. But still, despite all of these things, they 
found a way to do what is right and to continue to do what is right. I 
wonder if you had any thoughts on that.

Lee: Well, I think you summed it up perfectly. Just wanting to do what is 
right is one of the greatest qualities a person can have. If only more 
people had that. If only it were easier to tell what is right. You take 
politics. You take the liberals and the conservatives for example. So 
many of them think that the other one is the closest thing to Satan. Here 
people who live in one country cannot agree on how things should be 
done. If you think about it, it shouldn’t be that hard to fi gure things 
out. Yet, you have these two political parties who never agree with each 
other. Each acts as though the other is terrible, almost evil. You wonder 
how can there ever be real peace in the world when even members of 
the same country with different political philosophies can’t ever see 
eye to eye. It seems that there is something inherent in human nature 
that we think of ourselves and the people who think like us as the good 
guys, and the people who disagree with us as the bad guys, which can 
get me to another subject altogether. I have often thought I’d like to 
write a book about this, which I never will have time to do. When I was 
a kid and I lived in New York City, we had neighborhoods, more than 
neighborhoods. The kids who lived on one street, on one block, were 
a little different from the kids who lived across the street on the other 
block. Not different, but we thought of ourselves as the good guys, 
and the kids who lived across the street, hell, they were the kids across 
the street. They weren’t so great. If ever we played ball with them, we 
wanted to win and we better win to show that we were better than they 
were. There is always that feeling of me and my group, we are the good 
ones, and anybody different . . . I think if there was no such thing as 
politics, people who are blondes would hate brunettes, and tall people 
would hate short ones, and vice versa. It’s almost as if it is some inborn 
thing in human nature that makes us want to feel that anybody just like 
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us is good and anybody different isn’t good. I think that is since Adam 
and Eve. It is just part of what being human is, I think.

Dalton: You dealt with that a little bit with the X-Men, where you had 
people hating them and mistrusting them because they were mutants.

Lee: That is right, because they were different. Everyone loves sports and 
thinks that sports are so wonderful and good for people. I often wonder 
if they’re that good. Again, when people are rabid sports fans, you 
always cheer for your team. But the other team, they’re the bad ones. 
You’ve read there have been riots when the wrong decision has been 
made after a game, or people will start rioting in the street if their team 
loses and they feel it is unfair. It’s ridiculous the way people feel that 
they have got to be the winners; they’ve got to ally themselves with 
the winners or with the good guys. These people, when a team wins a 
series, whatever their hometown is, everybody drives around waving 
their hand and saying, “We’re number one.” Well, what do you mean 
you are number one? Your team beat another team. It has nothing to 
do with you; it has nothing to do with your city; it has nothing to do 
with anything. You just happened to hit a few more homeruns. So, 
again, I have nothing against sports, but it seems to be ingrained in the 
human condition that you’ve got to be for something and the people 
who aren’t for it are the enemy.

Dalton: And unfortunately, when you add religion into that mix . . . Well, 
there is a philosophy called Manichaeism. And it can come with this 
sense that God is good and, since we are on God’s side, we can just 
trample our enemies, since they are the enemies of God. And it’s very 
tempting to go there.

Lee: Well you see it even at a prizefi ght. If two fi ghters are religious, each 
one of them will cross himself and look up and pray to God. And God 
can’t be rooting for both of them!

Dalton: Right. But, of course, we want to believe that God is always on 
our side.

Lee: I think I even mentioned that in my poem somewhere.
Dalton: Yes, I think you did . . . And that leads to a profound theological 

question. Who would win in a fi ght, the Incredible Hulk or the Mighty 
Thor, I mean really?

Lee: Wow! You know, I think probably the fi ght would go on forever. 
Because, being a thunder god, you couldn’t really defeat Thor, but the 
Hulk gets stronger the more he fi ghts. So maybe you could compare it 
to God versus Satan, it just goes on forever.

Lee and I then concluded the interview after talking about some more personal 
matters. After the interview, I was left with a couple of lasting impressions. The 
fi rst was how friendly and generous Lee was, well deserving of the reputation 
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he has for being a gracious man. It also struck me as ironic that this man, best 
known for writing in a genre fi lled with stories of muscle-bound heroes punching 
out villains, had such thoughtful concerns both about how we can overcome 
obstacles in our lives and about the danger of labeling others as our enemies. Lee 
introduced themes that do not easily fi t into the superhero genre into his stories, 
lending them more complexity than most superhero tales of the time. This may be 
one of the reasons for Marvel’s success. Those themes certainly make his stories 
and his characters rich sources for refl ection in the chapters that follow.
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1

Introduction
Mythology and the Peril and 
Promise of  Marvel Superheroes

Myths served an important function in ancient cultures. The stories were often 
exciting and entertaining, telling of extraordinary heroes with special powers who 
overcame great obstacles to save their people. As myths entertained people, however, 
they also passed on particular ways for people to understand their lives and the 
world around them. The stories refl ected or challenged the values of the culture, 
modeling particular virtues and suggesting ways that people could live meaningful 
and virtuous lives of their own. As the stories were retold over the years, certain 
aspects of the stories changed and new stories were added to refl ect or challenge the 
changing values of the times in which they were told.

The stories of the heroes of Marvel Comics can be viewed as a sort of present-
day mythology. In the 1960s, Stan Lee and artists Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko created 
most of the heroes of the Marvel Universe described in this book. Those stories 
set the foundation for Marvel’s characters and its world. New stories have been 
added to this mythology every month since that time. Like the myths of old, these 
are exciting and entertaining stories of extraordinary heroes doing extraordinary 
things. At the same time, the average reader can relate to the hero’s struggle to 
do the right thing and to persevere in the midst of adversity. In some cases, these 
stories have helped people refl ect on how they might live heroic, meaningful lives 
of their own. As such, they are valuable because they explore values and beliefs 
not just in the abstract, but as they are put into practice in life.

Like the ancient myths, these stories of superheroes carry with them values 
and virtues that people of faith might affi rm, and others that people of faith might 
question. By refl ecting on the values inherent in the superhero genre and the stories 
of Marvel Comics in particular, we can use these narratives as an opportunity to 
refl ect on our values and how we are choosing to live out our lives.

The Problem with Superheroes

Superheroes are great fun. Their stories appeal to our sense of wonder, our 
enjoyment of fantasy, and our sense of right and wrong. As mentioned in the pref-
ace, much of this book will focus on the positive refl ections that can be inspired 
by these characters and their stories. Every time we see a hero punch out a villain, 
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however, it raises a concern for people of faith. We generally do not think that 
violence is the best way to overcome confl icts. Aside from an incident involving a 
whip and some money changers (Jn. 2:13–17), Jesus generally did not go around 
addressing society’s ills by punching out villains. He told his followers that, rather 
than fi ghting a Roman soldier who struck them, they should turn the other cheek 
and walk the extra mile (Mt. 5:39–41). Instead of fl ying off to win the day, Jesus 
humbly washed his disciples’ feet and told them to follow his example (Jn. 13:1–210). 
Instead of using repulsor rays to overthrow the oppressive Roman regime, he told 
his disciples that greater love has no one than this, than that he lay down his life 
for his friends (Jn. 15:13), and then he went out and did it. When he met a potential 
enemy, Zacchaeus, he affi rmed his worth by going to his house to share a meal 
before asking him to change his ways (Lk. 19:1–10). When one of Jesus’ followers 
drew a sword and cut the ear off a member of the crowd who came to arrest Jesus, 
Jesus said, “Put your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will 
perish by the sword” (Mt. 26:52). Jesus fought his battles not with superhuman 
strength, adamantium1 claws, optic blasts, enchanted hammers, or great agility, 
but with love, understanding, forgiveness, and sacrifi ce.

J. M. DeMatteis, who wrote The Silver Surfer comic in the 1990s, has talked 
about his frustration in working under the constraints of the superhero genre. He 
says that he would have the Silver Surfer give a long impassioned discourse on 
the futility of violence but then, since it was a superhero comic book after all, he 
would feel compelled to have him go fi ght someone a few pages later.2

While Marvel comics have many stories of love, forgiveness, and heroic sacrifi ce, 
many more of the stories resolve their confl icts through beating up villains. Stories 
in which the world is divided into good people and bad people, and in which 
the bad people are defeated through strength and power, should make people of 
faith a bit uncomfortable. Are we supposed to be glad that our “good violence” is 
stronger than the bad guy’s “bad violence”? Do we believe that might makes right?

Of course, humankind’s fascination with stories of violent resolution is not 
unique to stories of superheroes and it is certainly not new. Humankind has used 
violent stories for thousands of years to try to explore internal confl icts in external 
and concrete ways. One of our earliest myths, the ancient Babylonian creation myth 
known as the “Enuma Elish,” is quite violent. It tells the story of a bloody battle 
among the gods. According to the myth, humankind was actually born from the 
blood of Kingu, one of the slain gods.

Stories of violent resolution persist today. They are common in R-rated action 
fi lms, in which the villain is revealed to be truly evil and the protagonist must 
simply get mad enough, determined enough, and perhaps self-righteous enough 
to destroy the enemy. This same motif is also present, however, even in many 
G-rated family fi lms. Disney’s Beauty and the Beast (1991), The Lion King (1994), and 
The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996), for example, all tell stories that lead viewers to 
empathize with the heroes and despise the villains as truly evil. When the villains 
force their hand, the hero and his often comical sidekicks realize they must fi ght 
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back. The fi lms present the viewers with dramatic, colorful visuals and rousing 
music. An emotionally satisfying battle ensues, as the hero physically defeats the 
enemy. The confl ict is ultimately resolved and the community is redeemed when 
the villain dies. Theologian and Bible scholar Walter Wink writes, “This Myth of 
Redemptive Violence is the real myth of the modern world. It, and not Judaism or 
Christianity or Islam, is the dominant religion in our society today.”3

The danger in these stories is not simply that they will lead to copycat vio-
lence, but that they will, in subtle and subconscious ways, lead to a viewpoint that 
divides the world and suggests that the only way to resolve confl ict is to destroy 
our enemies.

Seeing good and evil as two equal and competing forces struggling for control 
of the universe can be appealing. It may even sound like a spiritual approach to 
the world. The name theologians have given this approach to good and evil is 
Manichaeism. It is based on a popular belief system taught by the Persian prophet 
Manes in the third century C.E. Dating back to that time, St. Augustine of Hippo 
and most Christian traditions through the years have considered this view of the 
world to be heretical. They argue that good and evil are not two equal forces in 
a struggle for control of the universe but that God is ultimately in control of the 
universe. Put another way, the force of evil is not equivalent to the one good God.

Critics of Manichaeism argue that this approach has problematic philosophical 
and ethical implications. They argue that those who believe there is a universal 
struggle between good and evil are tempted to see themselves as fi ghting on 
the side of good, or the side of God, and therefore see their enemies as evil ones 
who are part of the universal force of evil. Consequently, they may begin to see 
themselves as totally good and begin to demonize their enemies. As a result, say 
its critics, those who take a Manichaean approach are tempted to justify all sorts 
of methods to defeat those whom they see as evil. Works of fi ction are sometimes 
criticized as being Manichaean when they present one side, the heroes, as totally 
good and the other side, the villains, as totally evil. The confl ict in these stories, 
as previously described, is resolved when the heroes simply get angry enough or 
determined enough to stand up to evil and destroy their enemies.4

Most Christian theologians contend that the Christian faith calls for a very different 
approach to confronting evil than Manichaeism. Christians know that all have sinned 
and that no human is totally good. Likewise, they know that everyone is redeemable 
and no one is totally evil. If people do not view their enemies as totally evil, or on 
the side of some cosmic force of evil, then they are less tempted to demonize them or 
destroy them in the name of God. Instead, Christians are compelled to practice virtues 
such as mercy, sacrifi ce, and forgiveness. Christian thinkers refer to New Testament 
commands such as “love your enemies” (Mt. 5:44), “do not repay anyone evil for evil” 
(Rom. 12:17a), and “overcome evil with good” (Rom. 12:21b).5 They may also be more 
inclined to leave the ultimate results of a confl ict to the hand of God.

The stories of superheroes raise other concerns. John Shelton Lawrence and 
Robert Jewett trace the role of stories of heroes in the United States in their book 
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The Myth of the American Superhero.6 The book is more about stories of heroes in 
literature, fi lms, and television than about comic book superheroes,7 but their analy-
sis of western fi lms, novels, and thousands of other stories of American popular 
culture is insightful. They offer for consideration a description of what they refer 
to as “the American monomyth.” The basic plot is as follows: “A community in a 
harmonious paradise is threatened by evil; normal institutions fail to contend with 
this threat; a selfl ess superhero emerges to renounce temptations and carry out the 
redemptive task; aided by fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its 
paradisiacal condition; the superhero then recedes into obscurity.”8 Lawrence and 
Jewett say that heroes even renounce relationships. They are not able to have close 
friends or a spouse or even be a part of the community. Instead, at the end of the 
story, they ride off into the sunset.9

Lawrence and Jewett explain that the problem with this myth is that it reinforces 
the status quo. The normal institutions of society are unable to solve a problem, 
and over the course of the story the society is not reformed and society still does 
not work. To solve the problem, an individual comes in from the outside, saves 
the day, and then leaves.10 The American monomyth celebrates the stranger who 
saves the day, but it is an inadequate and hollow myth. It does not call us to take 
action and work together to reform society’s institutions and create long-term 
solutions to our problems.

It is helpful, then, to acknowledge that the genre of the superhero story has 
some inherent problems for people of faith. Our faith teaches that we should not 
continually try to solve our problems through violence. We believe that we should 
not repay evil for evil. We also believe that we should not wait around for some 
outside hero to come and save us but should work together as a community to 
address society’s ills and to change our society accordingly.

Now, given their potential pitfalls, should we refl ect on stories of superheroes 
at all? Do they contain any helpful insights for people of faith? I believe that the 
stories of the Marvel heroes, especially those created by Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, and 
other early Marvel writers and artists, contain many positive lessons as well. Unlike 
most superheroes that came before them, Marvel’s superheroes were given distinct, 
complex personalities. Their stories often dealt with how they were growing in 
character and how they lived their lives in relationship to others. The heroes of 
Marvel Comics faced complicated moral dilemmas. They were not perfect people, 
and their struggles to overcome life’s complications in order to live out heroic 
lives can help us refl ect on how we might do the same. Still, it is important that 
we acknowledge the problematic aspects of the superhero genre right up front, 
realizing that some readers and viewers might be fans of the stories because of the 
very aspects that thoughtful viewers and readers may fi nd problematic.
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A Brief History of Marvel Comics

To see how these heroes of the Marvel age of comics fi t into the overall history 
of comic book heroes, it is helpful to understand the history of the comic book 
company that became Marvel, from the 1940s, when it was known as Timely 
Comics; to the 1950s, when it was known as Atlas Comics; to the emergence 
of the Marvel Universe in the 1960s; and fi nally to Marvel Comics and Marvel 
Entertainment today.

In 1938, National Publishing, the forerunner to today’s DC Comics, featured a 
new type of character in Action Comics #1 (June 1938). On the cover, a man dressed 
in colorful tights held an automobile over his head. Comic book readers had never 
seen anything quite like it. The man’s name, of course, was Superman, and he was 
an immediate hit. In those early days, Superman was not the super-Boy Scout he 
is often thought of as today. He had no qualms about threatening crooks with 
electrocution or a drop from an upper-story window. National Publishing soon 
followed with other popular heroes such as Batman and Wonder Woman.

Other publishers saw National Publishing’s success and quickly began to pub-
lish superhero comics of their own. Martin Goodman, publisher of Timely Comics, 
rarely saw a successful idea that he did not try to copy. Seeing the popularity of 
Superman, he quickly decided to broaden his pulp-magazine offerings to include 
comic books. So Timely Comics entered the superhero comic book fray with Marvel 
Comics #1 (October 1939).

Timely Comics’ fi rst superheroes did not fi t the mold of other heroes. It was 
not clear at fi rst whether they were heroes or menaces. The fi rst issue introduced 
the Human Torch, a different character from the teenage member of the Fantastic 
Four who would be introduced over twenty years later. This Human Torch was 
not human at all. He was an android that burst into fl ames and ran amok after 
being brought to life, burning down the city around him. The comic also featured 
the Sub-Mariner, a powerful being who lived under the sea and was a menace to 
surface dwellers. The Human Torch soon settled down and took a job on the police 
force. The Sub-Mariner, however, continued to have a more ambiguous relation-
ship with the human race.

The appearance of Captain America, created by the young Jack Kirby and Joe 
Simon, was a turning point for the new comic book line. The cover of Captain America 
Comics #1 (March 1941) featured the new hero, Captain America, dressed in a red, 
white, and blue costume and punching Adolf Hitler in the jaw. Remarkably, the 
cover was drawn a year before the United States declared war on Nazi Germany, 
and at a time when a majority of Americans did not want their young men involved 
in a war in Europe. The cover struck a chord with readers, however, and that fi rst 
issue sold over a million copies, giving Timely Comics a hit on par with Superman 
and Batman. Like many of the comic creators of the time, Kirby and Simon were 
both Jewish. Their anti-Nazi stories made them the target of anti-Semitic hate mail 
and death threats from Nazi groups, but they were determined to continue telling 
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the best stories possible. The two partners soon left Timely Comics to pursue other 
opportunities, but their exciting action scenes and dynamic visuals had already had 
an impact on the industry and infl uenced nearly every superhero story that followed. 
As comic book writer and historian Mark Evanier put it, “Simon and Kirby did ten 
issues of Captain America and super hero comics were never the same.”11

When the Japanese military bombed Pearl Harbor, Timely Comics really hit 
their stride. There was no question of their heroes’ loyalties. The Timely heroes, 
including Captain America, the Human Torch, and even the Sub-Mariner, fought 
on the side of the Allies. Their comic books became pro-American propaganda. 
The Nazis and the Japanese army became the enemy to beat. At times the stories 
seemed to refl ect Manichaeism at its worst. Nazis were all portrayed as sadistic 
and Japanese villains were often portrayed with disturbingly yellow skin and 
dripping fangs for teeth.12

Not long after World War II was over, comic book superheroes seemed to fade 
in popularity and take a backseat to other genres such as comedy, funny animals, 
romance, and western comic books. In the 1950s, with the advent of the new 
medium of television to entertain children, comic books hit even harder times. 
Comics also came under attack for being a corrupting infl uence on children. In 1954, 
a psychiatrist named Fredric Wertham wrote the book Seduction of the Innocent13 
and testifi ed before the Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency. He warned 
parents and the U.S. Congress that comic books were corrupting the youth of the 
day. Horror comic books, especially those published by EC Comics, were his pri-
mary target (Wertham especially hated pictures of needles poking toward eyeballs), 
but superhero comic books were not immune from his attacks either. Many of the 
lurid images Wertham saw supposedly hidden in the folds of superheroes’ clothing 
seemed to say more about what was on his mind than what was on the minds of 
the comic book writers and artists, but his book and his congressional testimony 
frightened parents and helped lead the comic book industry to create the Comics 
Code Authority, a self-censoring agency that certifi ed comic books as appropriate 
for children. Timely Comics, now known as Atlas Comics, tried to regain some 
of their lost young readers by reintroducing Captain America, the Human Torch, 
and the Sub-Mariner. The time for superheroes seemed to have passed, though, 
and the revival was short-lived.

As the 1950s came to a close, Atlas Comics was a small company consisting 
mainly of writer and editor Stan Lee, artist Jack Kirby (who had returned to the 
company), and artist Steve Ditko. Goodman, who was still the company’s publisher, 
had the small staff create comics that fi t into genres that were successful for other 
comic book companies, including western, romance, and horror comic books. By 
the early years of the 1960s, Atlas Comics had become best known for stories of 
giant monsters and science fi ction tales with twist endings that bore titles such as 
“I Was a Prisoner of the Martians!” in Tales to Astonish #4 (July 1959); “Sserpo, the 
Creature Who Crushed the World!” in Amazing Adventures #6 (November 1961); 
and “The Terror of Tim Boo Ba!” in Amazing Adult Fantasy #9 (February 1962). 
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Goodman kept hinting that he was going to close down operations, but Lee, Kirby, 
and Ditko’s stories kept selling just enough issues to keep the company profi table.

According to Stan Lee, it was during this time that DC Comics publisher Jack 
Liebowitz happened to tell Goodman that he was having good sales of a new 
superhero comic book The Justice League of America. The comic book featured 
popular heroes such as Batman, Superman, and Wonder Woman, along with other 
heroes that DC Comics had revived and retooled, teaming up to battle new threats. 
Always eager to copy successful ideas, Goodman told Lee that they too should put 
out a comic book about a team of superheroes, even though the company was not 
publishing stories of any superheroes at the time.14 The assignment did not sound 
that interesting to Lee.

In the comic books of the late 1950s and early 1960s, the image of the hero was 
quite formulaic. A hero had a square jaw, a muscular build, and a quick smile. Most 
heroes looked the same and talked the same, and their biggest personal problem 
was trying to keep their girlfriends from guessing their secret identities. If they 
exchanged costumes, no one could tell them apart. As a matter of fact, beginning 
with World’s Finest Comics #71 (July/August 1954), Batman and Superman would 
occasionally switch costumes to fool their enemies or even Lois Lane. Even with-
out a mask, people did not seem to notice that it was Bruce Wayne’s face in the 
Superman outfi t. Creating more cookie-cutter heroes in order to keep the company 
afl oat was not an exciting prospect for Lee.

At age thirty-eight, already with over two decades of work in the comic book 
industry, Lee was ready to quit and start a new career. According to Lee, his wife 
Joan urged him to give it one last chance, but to do it his way. As Lee recalls it, 
“She said to me, ‘If you’re planning to leave anyway, why don’t you just turn out 
a couple of books the way you think they should be done, and get it out of your 
system before you actually quit.’”15

Meanwhile, Jack Kirby was determined to do all he could to keep the company 
going. Although he was universally hailed by other artists and writers working in 
the industry as the man who had helped create or recreate almost every genre of 
comic book,16 what he really wanted was work and a steady paycheck. Always the 
family man, Kirby felt a great responsibility to take whatever task he was given, 
do his best to produce quality work, and, because he was paid by the page, to 
complete as many pages as possible. Kirby would often sit on his hardback chair at 
his beat-up desk for twelve to fourteen hours a day, completing page after page.17

The cover of Fantastic Four #1 (November 1961), the comic book that resulted 
from Goodman’s request for a superhero team, may not have looked that different 
from other Atlas comics of the time. It featured four people in plain clothes battling 
a giant monster. The story contained within its pages, however, revolutionized the 
genre of the superhero comic book. What came to be known as the Marvel Age of 
Comics had begun.

If Goodman thought he was going to get a Justice League of America knockoff, 
he was sorely mistaken. What Lee and Kirby did was a kind of deconstruction of 
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Marvelous Myths8

the genre. Superheroes were supposed to have costumes and secret identities. The 
Fantastic Four had neither. Although Lee and Kirby conceded to give them blue 
jump suits in issue #3 (March 1962), the Fantastic Four still did not wear masks, 
and everyone knew their identities.

Most superheroes were strapping men with identical athletic builds, but the 
members of the Fantastic Four had distinct body types that readers could easily 
tell apart even if they just saw them in silhouette. In the comics that followed, Lee, 
Kirby, and Ditko would repeatedly defy the convention of the physically robust 
hero. Bruce Banner (the Hulk) was a frail man, Don Blake (Thor) walked with a 
cane, Peter Parker (Spider-Man) was a scrawny bookworm, Matt Murdock (Dare-
devil) was blind, Professor Xavier of the X-Men used a wheelchair, and Tony Stark 
(Iron Man) had a weak heart.18

Most superheroes at the time had the generic personality of an affable profes-
sional athlete or friendly neighborhood policeman. The Fantastic Four, however, 
represented different types of people than those who normally appeared as super-
heroes. As Lee has put it, Mr. Fantastic is “the world’s greatest scientist, who is 
also a little bit of a bore. He talks too much, he’s too ponderous and he drives the 
others crazy.”19 Most women in comic books, with the notable exception of Wonder 
Woman, were not heroes themselves, but girlfriends of the heroes. Lee wanted Sue 
Storm, the Invisible Girl, not to be just the girlfriend but rather an equal member 
of the team and Reed Richard’s fi ancée.20 Sue’s younger brother, Johnny Storm, 
the new Human Torch, was a teenager. But while most teenagers in comic books 
were sidekicks who tagged along with the heroes and idolized them, Johnny was 
a full-fl edged member of the team and often argued with the adults. Perhaps most 
shocking to readers of the day was Ben Grimm, the Thing. The Thing certainly did 
not fi t the mold of a handsome or erudite hero. He talked as though he had just 
stepped out of the rough New York neighborhood in which he grew up, and his 
orange, rocklike skin made him grotesque in his own estimation. He was a monster 
and his power, as he saw it, was a curse. Ben blamed Reed for the accident that gave 
him his powers and Reed continually attempted to fi nd a cure for Ben’s condition.

The immediate popularity of the Fantastic Four was due, at least in part, to the 
depth of characterization that Lee and Kirby gave to their heroes. This element 
was quickly recognized by fans as a strength of Marvel Comics. According to Lee, 
“First I thought of what kind of character I wanted, then I fi gured out what kind 
of super power he’d have.”21 Kirby took the same approach, saying, “I was really 
interested in the characters as people . . . I have a genuine feeling for real people 
and what I do is recreate them in a fantastic formula.”22 Lee’s dialogue provided 
a distinctive voice for each member of the team. Even if the characters were just 
seen in the distance, readers could tell who was saying which piece of dialogue 
because they knew which distinctive voice went with each character. Through 
Kirby’s artwork, readers could tell a great deal about the characters just by looking 
at them, even if there were no voice balloons or thought balloons. Kirby’s artwork 
gave the characters body language and facial expressions that conveyed emotions 
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and personality. This combination of characterization in dialogue and in artwork 
gave greater depth to the Fantastic Four and other Marvel heroes and made them 
seem more realistic and more interesting to readers than anything they had seen 
before in the superhero genre. Readers came to empathize with the characters and 
care about them. Furthermore, the emphasis on character shifted the focus of the 
stories away from battles and toward the relationships between characters. While 
Marvel comic books contained a great deal of action, they also explored how the 
characters struggled to live out their virtues in their relationships with friends, 
with strangers, and even with enemies.

A year after the introduction of the Fantastic Four, Lee collaborated with artist 
Steve Ditko to create Marvel’s most famous superhero, Spider-Man.23 Although 
teenager Peter Parker wore a mask and kept his identity a secret, he defi ed the typi-
cal image of a superhero in other ways. While most heroes never had any personal 
problems beyond keeping their identities secret, Peter had to face money problems, 
girl trouble, health issues, family problems, and classmate problems. Spider-Man 
was the Charlie Brown of superheroes, with almost nothing in his life going right. 
Lee had some trouble convincing his publisher, Goodman, to allow him to publish 
the story. He recalls some of the arguments against his idea:

You can’t name a hero “Spider-Man” because people hate spiders!
You can’t ever feature a teenager as a super hero. Teenagers can only be 

sidekicks. (Spidey was a teenager when the series started.)
You can’t give a hero so many problems. Readers won’t think he’s heroic 

enough.
You can’t have a hero who isn’t big and glamorous and handsome. (Peter 

was just your average nerdy student in those early days.)
You can’t have a hero whose Aunt May is always wet-nursing him. It’s not 

macho enough.24

Lee was fi nally able to sneak a short eleven-page origin story for Spider-Man 
into the last issue of Amazing Fantasy. Because the series, which had been up to 
that point fi lled with monster and suspense stories, was being cancelled anyway, 
Goodman did not mind letting Lee publish his Spider-Man story in that last issue. 
As it turned out, that issue sold surprisingly well and Spider-Man soon received 
his own comic book. The stories that followed continued to depict Peter Parker as 
an unpopular teenage science nerd with a whole host of problems.

Because Marvel’s heroes had somewhat realistic personalities and faced real-
life problems, they served as relatable models of heroism for a generation of read-
ers. Furthermore, while neither Lee nor Kirby practiced organized religion as a 
member of a church or synagogue, they both had solid cores of values that infused 
their stories. Both grew up in families with values drawn from the Jewish faith.25 
Perhaps because of their service in World War II, Lee and Kirby also brought to 
their stories a more thoughtful approach to violence and defeating evil than many 
comic book creators.
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In the documentary “Jack Kirby, Story Teller” included on the second disc of the 
Fantastic Four: Extended Edition DVD, award-winning artist Barry Windsor-Smith 
notes, “That’s Jack Kirby’s action. Not violence, action. There’s a big difference. 
Nowadays it’s violence. When Jack did it, it was action!”26 It may seem a fi ne 
distinction, but Kirby and other Marvel artists in those early years emphasized 
the action leading up to a punch and rarely depicted a bruised or bloodied face 
or wounded villain.

Lee, meanwhile, repeatedly depicted his villains as redeemable people and 
began to explore some of the social issues of the time. After the Attica State Prison 
riot in the early 1970s, Lee wrote about it in one of his “Stan’s Soapbox” columns 
that appeared in every Marvel comic book. He seemed to share many of the 
same concerns that the critics of Manichaeism have about the way some people 
approach the struggle with evil. He wrote, “Is it possible that too much harm, too 
much injustice has been caused in the name of ‘right’—in the pursuit of combating 
‘wrong’? In every human confl ict, isn’t each disputant completely convinced that 
his particular cause is wholly ‘right’ while the opposing view is totally ‘wrong’?”27 

While stories of superheroes battling villains certainly raise many concerns, 
these aspects of Marvel Comics’ early characters and stories make them rich fod-
der for refl ection. More recent developments in the stories of Marvel superheroes, 
however, may prompt people of faith to approach them more cautiously.

In 1986, DC Comics released two critically acclaimed series, Frank Miller’s The 
Dark Knight Returns and writer Alan Moore and artist Dave Gibbon’s Watchmen. 
These were thoughtful deconstructions of the superhero genre that included adult 
themes and graphic violence. What followed from DC Comics and Marvel was 
a barrage of grim and gritty comic books that seemed to use violence and adult 
content simply to appeal to readers’ more lurid interests. These new writers and 
artists seemed to miss the point of Miller’s, Moore’s, and Gibbon’s commentar-
ies on vigilantism, and their stories often seemed to celebrate their heroes’ use of 
violence rather than question it. Marvel Comics began to specialize in vigilantes 
like Wolverine, Punisher, Deathlock, and the new Ghost Rider. As comic book 
writer and historian Mark Evanier has suggested, it seemed as though Marvel’s 
superheroes of that era were no longer super or heroic.28

Even the original characters, those co-created by Stan Lee, have taken a differ-
ent turn. While Marvel does publish a Marvel Adventures line for children today, 
those who think of superheroes as child-friendly fare should be aware that many 
of the comic books of the mainstream Marvel Universe today are rated Teen+ and 
often feature graphic violence, highly sexualized bodies in skin-tight spandex, 
and other so-called mature content.29 Most of the fi lms based on Marvel heroes 
are rated PG-13 or R, and most of the video games based on them are rated Teen 
for violence, language, and other content.

Perhaps most disturbing is the change in the inherent values of the heroes in 
many of these comic books. In X-Men #9 (January 1965), the X-Men capture a vil-
lain named Lucifer, the person who caused the injury that resulted in Professor 
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Xavier becoming confi ned to a wheelchair. At the end of the story, however, Xavier 
refuses to harm him. He explains, “We X-Men are pledged never to cause injury to 
another human being . . . no matter what the provocation!”30 (Figure 1). Contrast 
that sentiment to those expressed in the X-Men’s 2008 story Messiah Complex. 
In X-Men #207 (January 2007), the X-Men’s Emma Frost says she takes pleasure 
in an enemy’s pain. In New X-Men #46 (January 2008), Cyclops sends Wolverine 
off on a mission and tells him, “Kill anyone who gets in your way”31 (Figure 2). 
Throughout the rest of the violent and bloody battle, Wolverine and other X-Men 
sometimes kill others as acts of war or in self-defense, but at other times they seem 
to kill simply out of a desire for revenge.

The transition of superheroes to the medium of fi lm raises its own set of issues. 
The job of the fi lmmakers is to bring the heroes out of the four-color fantasy world 
of the comic book page and into our world. Thus, the X-Men wear black leather 
outfi ts in their fi lms instead of brightly colored spandex. The action of punching 
out a villain becomes very violent and very real in a fi lm. One does not see just 
the action leading up to the punch or the result of a punch, but sees and hears the 
whole action in real time. In an audiovisual medium, this sort of battle can have a 
visceral appeal to a more violent part of our natures.

The typical action-adventure fi lm uses camera angles, well-framed shots, acting 
performances, and soundtracks to rouse one’s sympathy for the hero and ignite 
one’s anger toward the villain. When the heroes of a fi lm fi nally get angry enough 
and determined enough, they set their jaws and ultimately defeat the enemy using 
the force of their wills. Iron Man (2008), for example, makes an attempt to tell what 
is, at least in part, a story about the dangers of advanced weaponry. Yet concern for 
the dangers of weapons seems to take a backseat when Iron Man uses that same 
technology to blow away some terrorists. Before Iron Man leaves, he grabs the ter-
rorist leader, throws him down in the midst of those he had held hostage, and says, 
“He’s all yours.” In The Incredible Hulk (2008), viewers are led to be repulsed by 
the savagery of the Abomination, but soon afterward they are treated to a visceral 
thrill when the Hulk unleashes his fury on the Abomination, savagely beating him 
and pounding him into the pavement. At the theater where I watched the fi lm, 
the audience had been led into an experience in which they cheered and laughed 
rather than cringed at the violence. These scenes of revenge and violence certainly 
do little to nurture our better natures, but they are often the very aspects of these 
stories that are embraced by fans of the fi lms and related video games.32

If Marvel’s earliest heroes seem more violent in their fi lms, their newer grim 
and gritty characters are often even more violent. The fi lm Punisher: War Zone 
(2008), for example, features well over one hundred people being killed, many in 
graphically brutal ways. The scenes of ruthless revenge, gore, and dismember-
ment were justifi ably panned by most critics but the fi lm, disturbingly, found a 
signifi cant audience.

clp-dalton-00intro.indd   11clp-dalton-00intro.indd   11 2/22/11   4:04 PM2/22/11   4:04 PM



Marvelous Myths12

Marvel Comic Book Creators on the Infl uence and Inspiration of Their Stories

From the perspective of faith, then, the stories of Marvel heroes seem to be a 
mixed bag. Some aspects of the stories offer positive values and others seem to 
appeal to our worst natures. Rather than embracing these stories as though they 
were sacred texts or rejecting them as having no redeeming value at all, we can 
engage in a thoughtful dialogue with them and critically refl ect on the helpful and 
harmful messages they are sending us.

As with many stories of our popular culture, it is helpful to understand that 
these stories are commercial entertainment products. They are created primarily to 
entertain consumers and make a profi t rather than to preach or teach certain values.

In preparing this book, I had the opportunity to interview four Marvel comic 
book creators: Stan Lee, Chris Claremont, Herb Trimpe, and Kurt Busiek, in separate 
interviews. My interview with Stan Lee is included in full in the Prelude to this 
book, and sections of my interviews with the other creators are included throughout 
this book, including in the chapters on the characters that they wrote or illustrated.

I opened each of my interviews by telling these creators that I have heard 
many people talk about how the comic books that they created have had a great 
infl uence on them and have led them to live better lives. I asked each creator if 
they had heard the same thing, and if so what their reaction was. As can be seen 
from their responses, each of these creators made it a point to say that they were 
primarily trying to tell good stories and entertain their readers. Stan Lee said this 
explicitly, and the other creators shared similar sentiments. I asked each of them 
to share their thoughts on the subject.

Figure 1. X-Men #9 (January 1965), page 20, panels 6 and 7; Marvel Comics. Stan Lee 
script and Jack Kirby art. Professor Xavier solemnly explains that X-Men never cause 
injury to human beings. Copyright ©1965 Marvel Comics, all rights reserved.
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Chris Claremont

Chris Claremont is best known for his award-winning seventeen-year run 
(1975–1991) as the writer of Uncanny X-Men and for his ongoing work in comics 
and novels today. I spoke with Claremont about how the comic books he writes 
have infl uenced readers.

Russell Dalton: The book that I am writing explores how we struggle to 
overcome obstacles and remain true to our mission in life and direction 
in life. One of the strengths of Marvel superheroes is that they didn’t 
live perfect lives and struggled, but still found a way to do good in the 
world. That is what my questions refl ect upon. One of the fi rst things I 
wanted to ask about was the way in which your stories and characters 
have infl uenced others. Many people I have talked with have said that 
your stories have made them want to be a better person.

Chris Claremont: That is incredibly fl attering.
Dalton: Have you heard that feedback from fans and is that [theme of 

living out a virtuous life] something you try to put into your stories?
Claremont: It is a multipart answer. Yes, I have heard that on a number 

Figure 2. New X-Men #46 (January 2008), page 23, panels 1 and 2; Marvel Comics. 
Craig Kyle and Chris Yost script and Humberto Ramos art. How times have changed. 
A stern Cyclops instructs Wolverine to kill everyone who gets in his way. The story is 
fi lled with much blood and much killing. Copyright ©2008 Marvel Comics, all rights 
reserved.
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of occasions over the years. It is always immensely fl attering and, to a 
small extent, intimidating, because it raises the bar in terms of my own 
sense of responsibility to the audience. I take that much more care in 
putting a story together and presenting the characters, not because they 
are so important or signifi cant, but because if a portion of the audience 
is willing and prepared to take them seriously, then they have to be 
treated with a similar respect. That said, the essence of the game is to 
tell a story, possibly even a great story. One does not sit at a desk, at 
a typewriter, and say, “I am going to write a great, classic, important 
piece of work.” You want to give the reader enjoyment. There may be 
other elements in it, but the essential thing is to provide, in the best 
sense of the word, entertainment.33

Herb Trimpe

My next interview was conducted by phone with longtime Hulk artist Herb 
Trimpe. For many fans, Trimpe is the quintessential Hulk artist. Trimpe drew the 
Hulk’s adventures from 1968 to 1975. Trimpe is now an ordained deacon in the 
Episcopal Church and received the 2002 Comic-Con Humanitarian of the Year 
Award for his work as a chaplain for the recovery workers at Ground Zero in New 
York City. We spoke by phone on November 20, 2008. I started off the interview by 
asking Trimpe the same question about how his work touched the lives of readers.

Herb Trimpe: Yeah, I can’t fi gure it out. I’ve had people tell me at shows 
about particular issues they read. Not only the Hulk. You know, former 
readers are coming back now, and they have families. They’re in their 
40s and 50s. Some are younger, but they’ve still got their collections. 
They still reminisce about individual stories. I had one person tell me 
that one of the Hulk issues actually saved their life. So it’s very diffi cult 
to know how to respond to something like that, especially when 
working in the business where you have your own family and you have 
your own interests and you have deadlines and the check is paying for 
the mortgage and the food. So when someone tells you [that your stories 
have changed their life] it’s quite astounding. I had someone else tell 
me that the series itself got them through college. Another guy—who 
was actually reading the GI Joe Special Missions comic books I worked 
on—he said that the fi rst issue, which he had clutched in his hand, got 
him though a very diffi cult time in his life. And I tell you, I took that 
book home, Russ, and I looked at it, and I couldn’t see for the life of me 
why that would be an inspiration to anybody. Because we didn’t pay 
that much attention to what we were doing because we were all meeting 
deadlines. That was probably the most important thing, because the 
printers were unionized and if you missed a print date the company 
was charged extra fees that were pretty phenomenal.34
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Trimpe went on to make clear that, as far as he was concerned, there was no 
conscious intent to inspire readers or to impose certain moral values on them. He 
simply wanted to entertain them. At the same time, he recognized that his values, 
and those of the writers with whom he worked, infl uenced the way they told their 
stories, which, in turn, may have had an impact on readers. Trimpe said that while 
he was working in comics regularly, he worked hard at his job but did not have 
much respect for the work he was doing. Today, however, after meeting fans who 
were infl uenced by his work, he says he has gained greater respect and appreciation 
for the work that he did. He called it a blessing that fans have given him.35

Kurt Busiek

My third interview was with award-winning writer Kurt Busiek, who is perhaps 
best known to Marvel Comics fans for his work on the groundbreaking miniseries 
Marvels, his long runs on Avengers and Iron Man, and his creator-owned series Astro 
City and Arrowsmith. Mr. Busiek sent his responses to me by e-mail. I initially asked 
him about the values inherent in his stories.

Russell Dalton: Many of your characters can be seen as good models for 
how we overcome the challenges before us in order to do what is right. Is 
this on your mind when you write? Do you ever approach your writing 
consciously thinking about how people need to overcome obstacles and 
stay true to their convictions, and try to have your characters model that 
in a realistic way, or is it more a function of trying to write a believable 
and entertaining story?

Kurt Busiek: Probably the latter. I write not to instruct, but to make people 
feel something—so I’m less concerned with using Captain America to 
show people that loyalty to principle is worth something so much as 
me knowing that loyalty to principle is at the heart of who Captain 
America is, so if I’m going to write him honestly, we’re going to see 
that in him. If that inspires someone to follow a similar path, that’s 
great, but what I’m really doing is writing Captain America the way I 
think he should be. I wouldn’t write, say, Wolverine or the Punisher the 
same way. They each have their own sense of principle and morality, 
and if I’m writing them, I want to get that across, and make them feel 
like honest, affecting portrayals of those characters.36

One common thread in all these responses is that the storytellers did not inten-
tionally insert the values inherent in the creator’s stories in order to try to teach the 
readers moral lessons. Instead, the stories grew out of a desire to tell entertaining 
stories about realistic characters facing confl icts and responding in heroic ways. 
In many ways, this makes these stories more valuable than if they were written 
consciously to impart certain values. Many works of Christian fi ction, for example, 
are merely heavy-handed sermons strung into narrative form, and as such they 
are neither good narratives nor good sermons.
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Each of the chapters that follow examines one Marvel superhero or team of 
superheroes. The chapters explore these characters and their stories and examine 
the issues and obstacles they face as they attempt to live out heroic lives. While 
acknowledging the problematic nature of some of the stories, each chapter uses 
them to refl ect on how we might face some of the same issues and overcome some 
of the same obstacles as we strive to live meaningful lives in the real world. These 
issues are then placed into conversation with insights from Christian scholars, the 
Bible, and my own thoughts and experiences. It is worth noting that the Bible itself 
is a large collection of inspired texts that presents many different perspectives and 
insights and that can be read from a variety of contexts and perspectives. The con-
nections I draw between the stories of Marvel superheroes and certain passages 
of scripture are not meant as simple “proof texts” to validate a particular point 
of view, but as connections that might inspire the reader’s own refl ection on the 
issue at hand. Each chapter ends with questions for refl ection that can be used by 
individuals or for group study.

Questions for Refl ection

• Have you ever wished you could just punch a problem (or a problematic 
person) in the nose and solve the problem that way?

• Have you ever seen someone else as an enemy to be defeated, only to 
view them as a colleague or friend later?

• If you are a comic book reader, what era of comic books did you read 
growing up? What were some of the values inherent in the comic books of 
that time?

• Do you think artists and writers have to be trying to impart religious 
values in order for a narrative to have religious values?

• One of the strengths of Marvel heroes is their well-developed personalities 
and the problems that they face. What heroes do you identify with and 
why?

• Have you ever had a positive refl ection or learned a good lesson from 
a movie, television show, novel, or comic book that you thought was 
offensive in other ways?

• What do you think is your mission or are your missions in life?
• What obstacles do you face in carrying out those missions?
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1

The Fantastic Four
Relating to Friends, Strangers, and Enemies

The Fantastic Four are Marvel’s fi rst family. They were the fi rst heroes of the new 
Marvel Universe that began in the 1960s and their comic book served as Marvel’s 
fl agship title for many years. As discussed in the introduction to this book, writer 
Stan Lee and artist Jack Kirby defi ed many of the conventions of the superhero comic 
book when they created the Fantastic Four and launched the Marvel Age of Comics. 
Other superhero teams had various superpowers, but the Fantastic Four is one of 
the few teams whose members knew each other before they gained their powers. 
Perhaps because of this, the Fantastic Four put more emphasis on coordinating the 
use of their various powers than superhero teams that had preceded them. The 
most signifi cant innovation of the book, however, was the emphasis that Lee and 
Kirby placed on the characterization of their heroes. Because of this, the Fantastic 
Four’s stories were less about their physical battles with villains than about the 
way they related to each other, to strangers, and even to their enemies.

Since each member of the Fantastic Four has distinct powers, their stories provide 
us with an opportunity to refl ect on the powers that we have and how we use them. 
What gifts and abilities have we been given? How do we work together to use the 
gifts and abilities that God has granted us? Since the characters in the stories have 
distinct personalities, the stories often concern personality confl icts and can help us 
refl ect upon our relationships with others. How well do we work together with the 
people we know the best, including our families, our church families, and our com-
munities? How well do we relate with people of different cultural backgrounds than 
our own? Are we suspicious of people whose ways are different from our ways, or 
can we recognize them as potential allies and friends? How do we work to under-
stand our enemies and resolve our confl icts with them? Can we really be expected 
to follow Jesus’ call to love our enemies? The adventure awaits us.

Origin

In Fantastic Four #1 (November 1961), Dr. Reed Richards asks his old college 
roommate, war pilot Ben Grimm, to fl y a rocket ship to the stars. Ben worries that 
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cosmic rays might pass through the ship and kill them, but as Reed’s girlfriend Sue 
Storm says, “Ben, we’ve got to take that chance . . . unless we want the commies to 
beat us to it!”1 So, along with Sue’s teenage brother Johnny, the four of them sneak 
onto a spaceport to fl y Reed’s rocket into space. Ben’s fears seem to be realized 
when the cosmic rays have a strange effect on the four of them and cause them to 
crash back to earth. They survive, but they are all changed. Sue discovers that she 
can turn invisible, Johnny bursts into fl ames and can fl y, Reed can stretch his body 
at will, and an enraged Ben turns into a grotesque monster covered with orange 
rocklike skin. While each of the four adventurers has a different reaction to his or 
her transformation, the scene that follows reveals that they all ultimately respond 
to their circumstances in a heroic manner (Figure 3).

Reed somewhat pompously begins to say to the group, “Listen to me, all of 
you! That means you too, Ben! Together we have more powers than any humans 
have ever possessed!” Ben stops him there. “You don’t have to make a speech, 
big shot! We understand! We’ve gotta use that power to help mankind, right?”2 
The four of them pledge to work as a team to help the world, and together they 
become the Fantastic Four.

Superpowers

Superpowers are a key feature of most superhero stories. The Fantastic Four 
have an intriguing diversity of powers. Ben Grimm, the Thing, has great strength 
and his rocklike exterior protects him from attacks. Johnny Storm, the Human Torch, 
can burst into fl ames, shoot fi re at enemies (but somehow never burn them), and 
fl y. Sue Richards, the Invisible Woman, can turn invisible, construct powerful invis-
ible force shields, and even project those force shields as weapons at her enemies. 
Reed Richards, Mr. Fantastic, can stretch his elastic body to great lengths and into 
almost any shape, though his most valuable asset is his brilliant mind. Fans have 
often pointed out that these four powers parallel the four classical elements, earth, 
fi re, air, and water. The Thing’s rocklike skin represents rock or earth, the Human 
Torch’s fl ames represent fi re, the Invisible Woman’s invisibility represents air, 
and the fl uidity of Mr. Fantastic’s stretching power represents water. Others have 
pointed out that the Fantastic Four’s powers fi t their distinct personalities. Ben 
Grimm’s rocklike skin serves as a symbol of his rough exterior. Johnny Storm can 
be a hothead, and his fl ame power corresponds to his fi ery personality. While Reed 
Richards may seem to have a rigid personality in some ways, his brilliant mind is 
as fl uid and expandable as his body. When Sue Storm started out as the Invisible 
Girl, her power of invisibility fi t her personality well. Like Marvel Girl, the Scarlet 
Witch, and other Marvel female heroes of 1960s, Sue’s powers were more passive 
and defensive than those of her male teammates. You also did not see many Marvel 
women throw a punch in those early years. Even when Sue gained the power of 
an invisible force shield, it was a defensive power. She constantly waited for Reed 
and would pout when he was so engrossed working on some new invention that 
he did not notice her new hairdo. Along with America’s understanding of women, 
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Figure 3. Fantastic Four #1 (November 1961), page 13; Marvel Comics. Stan Lee script 
and Jack Kirby art. While the art and dialogue seem relatively crude compared to their 
later comics, Lee and Kirby quickly established four distinct personalities, excitable 
teenager Johnny Storm, pompous professor Reed Richards, a surly and resentful Ben 
Grimm, and (in the previous pages) a frightened Sue Storm. Despite their differences, 
the four quickly agreed to join forces to help humankind. Copyright ©1961 Marvel 
Comics, all rights reserved.
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however, Sue’s powers and personality eventually evolved. She married Reed in 
Fantastic Four Annual #3 (1965), becoming Sue Richards, and later adopted the 
name the Invisible Woman. She now often uses her force shield power to project 
assaults on the enemy. Dr. Doom himself has said to the rest of the Fantastic Four, 
“I always said Susan was more powerful than the three of you put together.”3 As 
her powers grew, she became more forceful in her personality as well, often serv-
ing as the leader and a driving force of the group.

While we do not have superpowers, according to the Bible we have been given 
a variety of gifts and talents that we can use to serve others for God’s sake. When 
we put these to their proper use, they can help us do heroic things as well.

Spiritual Gifts

Spiritual gifts, as their name suggests, are spiritual in nature and given to us freely 
by the Holy Spirit of God. They are not special abilities that are earned or awarded 
to individuals for their own benefi t. The word “gift” used in the New Testament is 
the same as “grace” and it is by grace that these gifts have been given. According to 
1 Corinthians 12:7, these gifts are given in order to build up the whole Church and 
facilitate its work in the world. According to the apostle Paul, the members of the 
Church have been given different gifts including prophecy, ministry, teaching, exhor-
tation, generosity, cheerfulness, leadership, and the speaking in and interpretation of 
tongues (Rom. 12:3–8; 1 Cor. 12:1–11). Since the lists of spiritual gifts in Romans 12 
and 1 Corinthians 12 are not identical, neither list should be taken as an exhaustive 
list or a comprehensive explanation of the nature of these gifts today.

How do we know what gifts we have been given? One way to identify our 
spiritual gifts is to think about how we have been used to build up the Church and 
others in the past. We can also ask other people what gifts they recognize in us. If 
we can recognize the gifts we have been given, we may gain a better idea of how 
we might best help the Church, others, and the world. Refl ecting on our spiritual 
gifts can also help us thank God for the gifts we have been given by God.

A key to the Fantastic Four’s success was that they learned to use their pow-
ers as a team and coordinate their efforts. By working together, the four heroes 
became greater than the sum of their parts. If all four members of the Fantastic 
Four had the Thing’s strength, for example, or all four had the same fl ame power 
of the Human Torch, they would not be as effective as they are when they are able 
to draw upon four different powers.

The Super Skrull is a villain who has been bioengineered to have the powers of 
all four members of the Fantastic Four. Though he is able to coordinate his efforts 
very effi ciently, in this case four heads are better than one. The Fantastic Four 
repeatedly defeat the Super Skrull by working together.4

The apostle Paul explained that the Church also needs people with different 
kinds of gifts to function properly, and that no gift is more important than the others. 
To make this point he develops an analogy to the human body. He makes the case 
that the eye is not more important than the ear, for example, because if the whole 
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body were an eye, we would not be able to hear. He argues that every part of the 
body, and every member of the church with every different gift, is indispensible 
to its effectiveness in ministry (1 Cor. 12:12–26).

The Fantastic Four use the superpowers that they received from the cosmic rays, 
but they also make use of their own natural talents and abilities in order to success-
fully complete their missions. Reed’s stretching power is helpful, but the way he 
uses his mind to create inventions and fi nd solutions is much more important to the 
team’s success than his stretching ability. Ben’s superstrength is a great asset, but his 
ability as a pilot also helps the team achieve their goals. In a similar fashion, while 
the New Testament does not list being a brilliant student, talented musician, or good 
organizer and planner as spiritual gifts, many people of faith have nurtured these 
God-given abilities and used them for God’s purposes rather than for personal gain. 
While spiritual gifts are an aid to the church, they are not the magic solution that will 
solve every problem. Many times, we carry out our missions in life by effectively 
using the other talents and abilities that we have been given.

Fruit of  the Spirit

Along with the gifts of the Spirit, Paul writes that the members of the church 
have also been given the fruit of the Spirit. According to the book of Galatians, “the 
fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self control” (Gal. 5:22). While the gifts of the Spirit are particular 
to each believer, the fruits of the Spirit are available to all. Love, joy, peace, patience, 
generosity, kindness, and self-control may not seem like the sort of powers or 
weapons that a superhero might use to their advantage, but the Fantastic Four 
have discovered on several occasions that it is these very characteristics that have 
helped them win some of their most important battles.

In 2007, Stan Lee returned to work on the Fantastic Four with artist John Romita 
Jr., on a special issue titled The Last Fantastic Four Story: World’s End. In the story, the 
powerful Cosmic Tribunal assembles and determines that, after thousands of years, 
humankind still is involved in crime, poverty, bigotry, and war all over the world. 
Therefore, they judge that humankind must be eliminated. They send the seemingly 
all-powerful Adjudicator to do the job. The giant Adjudicator arrives, appearing in 
several places at once all over the world, and gives humankind one week to make 
their peace before they are destroyed. The world’s heroes, villains, and armed forces 
all try to stop him, but with no success at all. The Fantastic Four launch an attack, but 
to no avail. As it turns out, the only beings in the universe that could ever destroy 
the members of the Cosmic Tribunal are the mindless Decimators. To help Earth, 
Galactus and the Silver Surfer tell the Decimators of the Cosmic Tribunal’s existence, 
and the Decimators immediately attack them. At fi rst the Fantastic Four are very 
glad that the Decimators have entered the fray, because the Adjudicator leaves Earth 
(at least temporarily) to try to stop them. They are shocked, however, when they are 
told that the mindless Decimators will not stop their attacks until they have killed 
all the members of the Cosmic Tribunal. Upon hearing the news, the Fantastic Four 
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race across the universe to save the Cosmic Tribunal. After the Fantastic Four have 
fought off the Decimators, the Cosmic Tribunal is moved to reconsider its judgment. 
The collective voice of the Cosmic Tribunal tells them, “You have saved us and our 
world. We shall be ever grateful. In fact, you have saved us twice! Once from a deadly 
alien foe. And a second time from making an enormous mistake . . . from destroying 
a race that possesses such great compassion.”5 It is not the Fantastic Four’s great 
power but their virtues of love, peace, kindness, gentleness, and self-control that 
ultimately save the world.

When Jesus performed miracles it must have seemed to those around him as 
though he had superpowers. According to the gospels, Jesus Christ did not use these 
miraculous powers against his enemy or for his own benefi t. Instead, he used them 
to confront the power of evil in the world by helping others. He did not attack those 
who oppressed others with a power blast or by miraculously infl icting them with a 
disease. Instead, he healed those who had leprosy and those who were blind, publicly 
criticized leaders of an oppressive system, and called his followers to acts of compas-
sion and justice. In the end, he won his battle with evil not through acts of strength 
but through the power of love, generosity, faithfulness, and self-control.

Truth be told, the sort of superpowers that superheroes have would not help 
us much in performing the sorts of tasks we are called to do as people of faith. The 
fruits of the Spirit are much more helpful. The ability to shoot fl ames is not going 
to help us comfort someone who has lost a friend or loved one as much as love, 
gentleness, and kindness. The ability to stretch our bodies would probably not 
help us work for justice while we try to get a political prisoner released as much 
as faithfulness and dedication. The ability to turn invisible would probably not 
help feed the hungry as much as a compassionate heart and willingness to give 
our time and money to the cause. Superstrength is not going to help us forgive 
someone who has wronged us as much as peace and self-control. The fruits of the 
Spirit are powerful resources for our work in the real world.

Commitment and Faithfulness

Often the success of our efforts depends more on our determination and com-
mitment to the cause than our powers or abilities. While the Fantastic Four and 
other Marvel heroes had amazing powers, their powers did not solve all of their 
problems or allow them to win all their battles.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, most of the comic books published by Marvel’s 
competitor, DC Comics, featured heroes who had powers that were a kind of wish 
fulfi llment for the readers. Readers imagined that they were as strong as Superman 
or could fl y like him, or that they were as fast as the Flash. During those years, 
DC Comics’ heroes often won their battles by ultimately proving themselves to be 
stronger or faster than their enemies. Their fans cheered them on as they proved 
themselves to be the most powerful heroes of all.

In contrast, Marvel’s heroes, as often as not, saw their powers as a curse. Read-
ers identifi ed with Marvel heroes not just because they liked to imagine that they 
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had the same powers but because they empathized with the struggles the heroes 
faced in their personal lives and in their battles. Furthermore, Marvel’s heroes often 
found that they were not as strong as their enemies. The drama in their stories 
lay in seeing whether the heroes could fi nd ways to use their powers wisely and 
have enough determination and perseverance to win the battle even when they 
were outmatched. In the Fantastic Four’s adventures, it was often the case that 
Sue, Johnny, and especially Ben would let themselves get beaten up by an enemy 
in order to stall him or her until Reed could fi nish creating some invention that 
would bring them victory.

In “The Battle for the Baxter Building,” Fantastic Four #40 (July 1965), the group 
temporarily lost their powers and Doctor Doom took over their Baxter Building 
headquarters. Though they did not have their powers, with the help of the super-
hero Daredevil, they tried to take back their headquarters anyway. They used their 
wits and natural fi ghting skills to stay in the fi ght long enough for Reed to fi nd a 
machine that gave them back their powers.

It is even more often the case in our lives that true victory does not come from 
having the greatest gifts or most amazing abilities but by having the right attitude and 
committing ourselves to using the gifts and abilities that we have been given wisely, 
faithfully, and for the right causes. As people of faith we know that might does not 
make right. In our spiritual battles, it is our faithfulness to God’s call that matters more.

God has provided us with all that we need to live heroic lives. We have gifts of 
the Spirit, our natural talents, and the fruits of the Spirit to aid us in our quests. But 
just like superheroes, we must choose whether we will use these gifts and abilities 
to do good deeds or whether we will allow them to go unused. In Fantastic Four #1 
(November 1961), once Reed, Sue, Ben, and Johnny overcame their shock at gaining 
their powers, they immediately committed themselves to using those powers to 
help humankind. The challenge before us is to fi nd ways to use our own abilities 
to do good things in the real world.

Loving Others

In Fantastic Four #72 (March 1968), Sue Richards, the Invisible Woman, refers 
to the Silver Surfer as “all-powerful.” The peaceful cosmic being the Watcher chal-
lenges her, saying, “All-powerful? There is only one who deserves that name! And 
His only weapon . . . is love!”6

Love is the primary Christian virtue. The very fi rst fruit of the Spirit listed in 
Galatians is love. After discussing the various gifts of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 
12:13–26, Paul goes on to say that these gifts, as important as they may be, mean 
nothing without love (1 Cor. 13:1–3). Moving a mountain seems like quite a heroic 
act that would be diffi cult even for the Thing or the Incredible Hulk to achieve, but 
Paul writes, “If I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, 
I am nothing” (1 Cor. 13:2).

Love is to be a primary sign of being a follower of Jesus Christ. According to 
the Gospel of John, Jesus gave a new command for his followers. He said, “I give 
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you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you 
also should love one another” (Jn. 13:34). He added, “By this everyone will know 
that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (Jn. 13:35).

Love is a wonderful sentiment. Most people think that love is a good thing. We 
like the idea of loving others, and most people would agree that the world needs 
more love. The problem with following the Scriptures’ call to love occurs when 
we have to apply it to real people. The kind of love that our faith calls us to have 
is not just a warm fuzzy feeling. It goes beyond the kind of affection we naturally 
feel for someone whom we fi nd attractive or someone with whom we always see 
eye-to-eye. The challenge comes in loving others even when they are different 
from us and when we disagree with them. Real people with real personalities can 
be diffi cult to love. They see things in a different way than we do. They disagree 
with us. These are the kind of people we meet in the real world. How, then, can 
we love them?

Stan Lee and Jack Kirby made it a point to emphasize the characterization of 
their heroes, villains, and supporting characters. They gave each of their characters 
a distinct personality, and while these personalities may not have been as fully 
formed as those in a great novel, they were nuanced enough to create interpersonal 
confl icts. Their stories, therefore, focused not only on action but also on relationships 
as well. Because their stories deal with personality confl icts and relationships, the 
Fantastic Four provide us with an opportunity to refl ect on how we can learn to 
love other people even when it does not come easily for us. We can examine the 
ways in which the Fantastic Four strive to get along with each other, to get along 
with strangers, and even to get to know and understand their enemies. These efforts 
parallel our own calling to love our neighbors, strangers, and even our enemies.

Loving Friends and Family

While many of the heroes in American popular culture renounce romantic 
relationships or family relationships,7 the Fantastic Four have been, from the 
start, a family. Johnny and Sue were brother and sister, Reed and Ben were col-
lege roommates, and Reed and Sue were engaged to be married. They make for a 
nontraditional family, but a family nonetheless. The powers they gained after their 
ill-fated space fl ight served to link them even more closely together. In Fantastic 
Four Annual #3 (1965), in a turn of events unprecedented in the history of superhero 
comic books, two members of the team, Reed Richards and Sue Storm, got married. 
Most of the heroes of the Marvel Universe were present at the wedding ceremony, 
and naturally most of the villains of the Marvel Universe took the opportunity to 
crash the wedding and attack them. It made for a very exciting ceremony! In the 
end, however, the villains were defeated and the minister pronounced Reed and 
Sue husband and wife.8

Even though the members of the Fantastic Four were not all related by blood or 
by marriage, they have been a family for each other. Jon B. Cooke, editor of Comic 
Book Artist magazine, writes that the wedding “solidifi ed the group in domestic 
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terms.”9 He adds, “Codifi ed by the nuptials, there was now no doubt about it: Reed 
was the dad; Sue the mommy; Ben, the oldest son; and Johnny, the baby boy of 
the cosmic-powered unit, all told giving the phrase ‘nuclear family’ a delightfully 
inspired parlance.”10 The family would grow with the birth of Franklin Richards 
in Fantastic Four Annual #6 (1968) and the addition of his sister Valeria years later.

That the Fantastic Four were a family did not mean that they always got along 
with each other. Being part of a family is great, but it is not always easy. As a matter 
of fact, one aspect of the Fantastic Four that shocked many readers when it fi rst 
appeared was that the members of the team were constantly bickering among 
themselves. Up until that time, comic book readers were used to superhero teams 
being perfectly civil to one another. From the start, however, Ben resented Reed 
and blamed him for the accident that turned him into a monster. Also, as a plain-
talking man, Ben was often irritated by Reed’s professorial loquaciousness. As 
early as Fantastic Four #3 (March 1962), the Human Torch quit the team in a fi t of 
teen rebellion, saying that he was tired of taking orders from the adults. After he 
returned, he and Ben argued constantly, pulling pranks on each other and fi ghting 
each other, often trashing their living quarters in the process. Reed got so caught 
up in his scientifi c research and experiments that he often neglected his relation-
ship with Sue. Sue thought that Reed could be too cold and detached, while Reed 
thought that Sue was overly emotional. Although they loved each other, the two 
got on each other’s nerves. Over the years, each member of the Fantastic Four has 
temporarily quit the team or taken a leave of absence from the others on more 
than one occasion.

Still, through all of their confl icts, the four of them know that they belong 
together. They are family. Despite their bickering, they share a common goal, and 
they fi nd a way to work together. Their loyalty and their family bond is a true 
strength of the team, and one of the aspects of the team that make them appealing 
to their fans.

Ben Grimm has always been a bit of a tragic fi gure. With his power comes a 
monstrous appearance that frightens men, women, and children alike. He often 
is despondent and wants nothing more than to become human again and to have 
a normal life. In the fi lm Fantastic Four (2005), directed by Tim Story, Ben gets his 
chance. Dr. Doom uses a machine to change Ben’s body back to its human form. 
He does not do this out of a sense of generosity but in order to eliminate the threat 
of the Thing’s strength so that he can then easily destroy the rest of the Fantastic 
Four. When Dr. Doom threatens the rest of the team, however, Ben selfl essly turns 
himself back into the Thing to give himself the strength to defend them.11 By the 
end of the fi lm, Ben has embraced his place on the team and as part of the family. 
When Reed promises Ben that he will fi x the machine that will cure him, Ben says 
with conviction, “Forget about it, egghead. I’m good as is.”

In Fantastic Four, vol. 3, #60 (October 2002), writer Mark Waid and artist Mike 
Wieringo tell a story that recalls O. Henry’s poignant short story “The Gift of the 
Magi,” in which a husband and wife each make sacrifi ces for the other. A public 
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relations agent arrives at the Baxter Building to fi nd out what the Fantastic Four 
are all about, but he is left wondering why it is that they do what they do. He 
discovers that Ben, Sue, and Johnny really do not have a great interest in being 
adventurers, but they do so because it allows Reed to do his amazing scientifi c 
explorations and research to help humankind. They have sacrifi ced some of their 
own personal goals in order to support Reed’s work. Meanwhile, Reed has made 
his own sacrifi ce. It has always seemed quite uncharacteristic for someone with 
Reed Richard’s personality to dress up in a jumpsuit and call himself “Mr. Fantas-
tic.” At the end of the story, however, Reed reveals to his son Franklin that he did 
it in order to give the others some measure of celebrity. Even though the life of a 
celebrity adventurer is the last thing Reed would want, he feels that it is his small 
way of making up for the odd life he thrust upon the rest of the team through their 
ill-fated fl ight.

The Bible repeatedly calls us to demonstrate this sort of sacrifi cial love for those 
around us. According to Luke 10:25–27, Jesus affi rmed the Hebrew Bible teaching 
that we should love our neighbor as ourselves. As a matter of fact, according to 
Jesus, there are no other commandments greater than the command to love God 
with all our heart, soul, and mind, and the command to love our neighbor as we 
love ourselves (Mk. 12:28–34).

Loving our neighbors, even when that just means loving those who are clos-
est to us, can be diffi cult. It often calls us to give up our own interests for the sake 
of others. Those who heard Jesus’ words would have thought of a neighbor as a 
friend or a companion, or perhaps more broadly as someone who was a part of 
their own community. One might think that it is easy to get along with those to 
whom we are closest, such as those in our families, those in our churches, and the 
people who live in our neighborhoods. To have the sort of selfl ess love for others 
that Jesus calls us to have, however, and to care as much for their well-being as for 
our own can be quite a challenge.

We are called to make sacrifi ces for our families and our neighbors as well. If we 
truly love them as we love ourselves, we must look to their interests as well as our 
own. We understand that even though we have different personalities and are, there-
fore, bound to have interpersonal confl icts, we are still to be loyal to each other and 
remain a family. The members of early Christian churches were said to have bonds 
like family members and referred to each other as brother and sister. First Timothy 
5:1–2 instructs church members to treat each other as family members. Sometimes 
there are great tensions in church families, but these confl icts should be worked 
through as though we are a family and not adversaries in a political power game. 
The church is to work together because its members share a mission and a calling.

Sometimes, our loyalty to our family can come into tension with our work with 
our church and community. How do we balance our commitment to family with 
our commitment to our mission outside our home? A couple of scenes in the fi lm 
Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer (2007) explore a similar issue.12 The Fantastic 
Four’s continuous earth-saving efforts have created tensions in the group. In the 

clp-dalton-01.indd   26clp-dalton-01.indd   26 2/22/11   4:06 PM2/22/11   4:06 PM



The Fantastic Four 27

middle of the fi lm, Reed and Sue decide that once the present crisis is over they 
will quit the team. As Sue puts it, “We will never have normal lives as long as we 
do what we do. How can we raise a family like this?” Reed is willing to give up 
their Earth-saving activities and take a quiet faculty position so that they can raise 
their family in peace. When Ben and Johnny hear about it, they feel abandoned and 
betrayed. By the end of the story, however, after facing the threat of Galactus, both 
Sue and Reed are ready to embrace their work with the team. All four put aside 
their quarrels and reaffi rm their commitment to each other and the work they do 
together. As Reed puts it, “Who says you have to be normal to have a family?”13

Do we put the needs of our family aside to do our church, charity, and social 
outreach work? Or do we devote ourselves completely to the needs of our family 
and put aside any good work or mission outside of our home? I knew of a deacon 
who was involved in every aspect of the life of his church who said that he had 
sacrifi ced his family for the sake of his church. To some extent, he had neglected 
his children and his home life in order to be at the church practically every time its 
doors were open. It is hard to imagine that God would ask that of us, as responsibil-
ity to our family is a primary duty for people of faith. Parents have a responsibility 
to raise their children, children have an obligation to their parents, and spouses 
have a duty to each other. We should not use our work with a church or with com-
munity organizations as a way to escape or neglect our family obligations. At the 
same time, we should not hunker down in our homes with our families, wearing 
blinders to the needs in the rest of the world. As parents, when we serve our church 
and community, we are teaching children to live lives of service rather than to just 
take care of their own. Ideally, we can fi nd ways to put time and energy into both 
family and our work for the church and in the world and even fi nd ways to serve 
together as families in our churches and our communities.

Loving Strangers

During the years 1965 through 1967, Stan Lee and Jack Kirby produced a series 
of Fantastic Four comic books that many comic book critics still consider to be the 
best of the superhero comic book genre. These issues include the wedding of Reed 
and Sue in Fantastic Four Annual #3 (March 1965) and the classic tale “This Man, 
This Monster” in Fantastic Four #51 (June 1966). Those years are best remembered, 
however, for introducing the Fantastic Four to a series of people from different 
cultures who would become key characters in the Marvel Universe, including the 
Inhumans, Galactus and the Silver Surfer, and the Black Panther.

The Inhumans

In Fantastic Four #44–48 (November 1965 to March 1966), the Fantastic Four meet 
a mysterious, long-hidden race of superpowered beings known as the Inhumans. 
The Inhumans have their own culture, values, and political system. They live in a 
kingdom hidden from the rest of the world, which they call the Great Refuge. They 
are ruled by a royal family that includes the green-scaled amphibious Triton, who 
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can swiftly swim the depths of the sea; the goat-hoofed Gorgon, who can create an 
earthquake with a stomp of hooves; martial artist Karnak, who can recognize and 
exploit the weakness in anything and anyone; Medusa, whose long, red hair becomes 
alive and can grab anything at will; and their giant dog, Lockjaw, who can transport 
them anywhere with a simple thought. Their king, Black Bolt, is the most powerful 
and enigmatic of all. He can fl y and his strength is greater than that of the Thing. 
His greatest power, however, is found in his voice. A mere whisper from Black Bolt 
creates powerful sonic blasts. For this reason, he cannot speak without destroying 
nearly everything nearby, so he usually remains silent. This adds an eerie tone to the 
Inhumans’ interactions with others and serves as a metaphor for the communication 
challenges that so often exist between people of different cultures.

The Fantastic Four meet the Inhumans as the result of a chance meeting between 
the youngest member of the royal family, Crystal, and Johnny Storm. Crystal’s fam-
ily has taught her to fear and avoid all those outside of her Inhuman community. 
She happens to see Johnny using his fl ame power, however, and assumes he is an 
Inhuman like herself, and feels attracted to him. The two teenagers quickly become 
infatuated with each other. When Johnny and the rest of the Fantastic Four follow 
Crystal to the Great Refuge, the Inhumans see them as intruders and prepare to 
fi ght them off. When Black Bolt orders them to leave immediately, Reed makes an 
impassioned plea for the Inhumans to join the rest of the human race rather than 
stay hidden away. Their tenuous peace is interrupted when Black Bolt’s unbalanced 
brother Maximus suddenly creates an impregnable barrier between the Great Ref-
uge and the Fantastic Four, seemingly separating Johnny and Crystal forever. In 
later issues the barrier is eventually crossed, and over the years the Fantastic Four 
and the Inhumans have made small but signifi cant steps in understanding each 
other’s cultures and values. On several occasions, Medusa and Crystal have even 
come to live with the Fantastic Four and joined the team on their adventures. At 
times they are the best of allies, but at other times there continue to be tensions 
over the very real differences in their cultures and moral values.14

Silver Surfer and Galactus

As the issues that introduced the Inhumans came to an end, the famous 
Galactus trilogy, Fantastic Four #48–50 (March–May 1966), began. The story is one 
of the most well-regarded superhero sagas ever told and serves as the source of 
the fi lm Fantastic Four: The Rise of the Silver Surfer (2007). In the story, a supremely 
powerful being known as Galactus comes to Earth to feed. He is literally a devourer 
of worlds and uses a giant machine to suck the life force out of planets.15 Comic 
book writer and historian Mark Evanier notes that Galactus was so powerful, so 
grandly envisioned, that many people think of this story line as “The Fantastic Four 
fi ghts God.” But as Evanier points out, Galactus is nothing like God. He writes, “I 
mean, think about it: Galactus is a powerful menace but he does not create Life. 
Quite the opposite. He sucks planets dry, killing all that inhabit them and leaving 
each world a hollow, inert shell. The depictions of God across the world’s religions 
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are many and varied but none even come close to that interpretation. It certainly 
doesn’t fi t either Lee’s or Kirby’s image of the Almighty.”16

In the story, Galactus is guided to Earth by his herald, the Silver Surfer, a silver 
alien who rides through space and sky on a silver surfboard. The Silver Surfer has 
scouted the galaxy and found Earth to be a planet with suffi cient life energy to feed 
his master. The Fantastic Four’s initial efforts to stop the giant Galactus are futile. 
At one point, after the Thing vainly tries to punch Galactus’ shin, Galactus drops 
a small gas bomb toward him. The Thing says, “Yiccch! My eyes . . . my nose . . . 
what izzit? What the blazes is happenin’??” Reed explains, “Can’t you tell? He’s 
treating us like some sort of bothersome gnats! It’s a type of cosmic insect repel-
lent!”17 For Galactus, the fate of the people of Earth is beneath his concern. They 
are like the ants that people tread upon as they walk in their yards.

The Fantastic Four have no chance of holding off Galactus without some sig-
nifi cant help. Unfortunately for Earth, the only being nearby who is remotely as 
powerful as Galactus is his herald, the Silver Surfer. In the comic book story, the 
Silver Surfer happens to meet Alicia Masters, the Thing’s blind girlfriend. Her 
simple hospitality to the Surfer, her thoughts on nobility, and her plea for mercy 
touch the Surfer. He says, “There is a word some races use . . . a word I have never 
understood until now! At last I know beauty!”18 In the fi lm version, it is Sue Storm 
who shows compassion to the Surfer and is even willing to sacrifi ce her life to 
protect him. In both versions of the story, the women’s words of grace and acts of 
compassion and hospitality inspire the Silver Surfer to stand up to Galactus. In the 
comic book, the Silver Surfer fl ies over New York City and pleads with Galactus to 
cease his plans for destruction. He says, “These are not ants, Master! They think . . . 
they feel . . . they have even created the primitive civilization which we see all about 
us!”19 The Silver Surfer has met a person of Earth and has learned to appreciate 
her for who she is. He joins the Fantastic Four and helps hold off Galactus until 
Johnny can return from a trip to outer space with the one weapon that can stop 
Galactus, the Ultimate Nullifi er. Johnny gives the weapon to Reed, but rather than 
use it to destroy Galactus, Reed uses it as a bargaining chip to negotiate a truce 
with Galactus. Reed gives Galactus the weapon and in exchange Galactus agrees to 
leave Earth in peace. This is the start of a strange and strained relationship between 
Galactus, the Fantastic Four, and the Silver Surfer.

As punishment for his betrayal, Galactus condemns the space-faring Silver Surfer 
to remain within Earth’s atmosphere. The Surfer is trapped on Earth, a stranger in a 
strange land. As a result of their differences, the Surfer and the Fantastic Four have 
some brief altercations at fi rst, but they respect each other’s honorable characters, 
and eventually they become each other’s most valuable allies and trusted friends.

Years later, in Fantastic Four #243–244 (June–July 1982), during writer and art-
ist John Byrne’s acclaimed run on the book, the Fantastic Four even demonstrate 
friendship of a sort toward Galactus. They discover that Galactus is dying, but 
instead of rejoicing in their deadly enemy’s demise, they work with the Avengers 
to save his life out of a profound belief in the sanctity of all life.

clp-dalton-01.indd   29clp-dalton-01.indd   29 2/22/11   4:06 PM2/22/11   4:06 PM



Marvelous Myths30

The Black Panther

After meeting a mysterious hidden race and a planet eater and his herald from 
outer space, Lee and Kirby took on an even more diffi cult task when they had their 
heroes cross more earth-bound barriers of culture and race. In the world of fantasy, 
it is often easier to explore the issues of racial and cultural diversity by telling tales 
of relationships between earth people and aliens or between dwarves and elves. It 
can be much more diffi cult to explore the issues of race and culture directly.

Comic books in America have a shameful history of portraying Africans and 
African Americans in very offensive ways. As was the case with fi lms and novels 
of the time, negative stereotypes abounded in comic books of the 1940s, including 
Timely Comics characters such as Whitewash in The Young Allies, whose appear-
ance and actions reinforced offensive stereotypes in an attempt at humor. Even 
more often, Africans and African Americans were simply ignored in comic books 
altogether, as though they were not an integral part of life in the United States.

Based on their values and their experiences in World War II, Lee and Kirby 
began to explore the theme of racial diversity in Sgt. Fury and His Howling Com-
mandos #1 (May 1963). The series featured the World War II adventures of a diverse 
platoon of soldiers. As Lee puts it, “This was probably the fi rst series to feature an 
Irishman, a Southerner, a Jew, an Italian, and a Black, not to mention, later on, a 
newcomer who might have been gay.”20 The fi rst several issues made an implicit 
case for multicultural cooperation simply by showing how the soldiers honored 
each other. Issue #6 (March 1964) was more explicit in its message. In that story a 
new soldier, a bigot, is assigned to take an injured Commando’s place on a mission. 
When he does not follow directions and gets trapped, the Commandos risk their 
lives in order to rescue him. They fi nd him injured and unconscious and in need 
of a blood transfusion. He awakens to fi nd, to his chagrin, that it is Gabriel Jones, 
the Commandos’ African American bugle player, who has given him life-saving 
blood. The issue ends with Sergeant Fury saying, “The seeds of prejudice, which 
takes a lifetime to grow, can’t be stamped out overnight, but if we keep trying . . . 
keep fi ghting . . . perhaps a day will come when ‘Love thy brother’ will be more 
than just an expression we hear in church!”21 Looking back on those issues, Lee 
says that it was probably some of the best work that he and Kirby ever did.22

In Fantastic Four #52 (July 1966) and 53 (August 1966), Lee and Kirby intro-
duced the fi rst black superhero published by any major comic book company. He 
was the African prince T’Challa, the Black Panther.23 Fantastic Four #52 (July 1966) 
opens with the Fantastic Four in their New York City headquarters, the Baxter 
Building, receiving an amazingly technologically advanced fl ying ship as a gift 
from the mysterious African chieftain known as the Black Panther. Ben reveals 
his own stereotypical assumptions about people from Africa when he says, “How 
does some refugee from a Tarzan movie lay his hands on this kinda gizmo?”24 
The Fantastic Four travel to Wakanda, the imaginary African nation the Black 
Panther rules, along with Johnny Storm’s new best friend and college dormitory 
roommate, Native American Wyatt Wingfoot. In Wakanda, the Fantastic Four soon 
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learn that, although its citizens wear traditional clothing and respect the traditions 
of their people, they are much more technologically advanced than the average 
American. After proving his worth by defeating the Fantastic Four in battle,25 the 
Black Panther shares a meal with them. He introduces them to Wakanda’s culture 
and asks them for help in saving his people from the villain Klaw (Fantastic Four 
#53, August 1966). Lee and Kirby present the Black Panther as a character of great 
dignity, intelligence, and extreme physical conditioning, a far cry from the way 
Africans had been presented in the past. To bring the reader along, Lee and Kirby 
used an effective strategy. They have the team’s everyman, Ben Grimm, repeatedly 
make a fool of himself by assuming that he has learned all about African culture 
and the Panther’s background from watching the racist stereotypes in Tarzan 
movies and reading Bomba the Jungle Boy books.26 In truth, the racist images of 
ignorant, savage natives were probably what came to the mind of many comic 
book readers of the time when they thought of the continent of Africa. In the 
battle that ensues, Ben and the rest of the Fantastic Four gain great respect for the 
Black Panther, the people of Wakanda, and Johnny’s new friend Wyatt Wingfoot. 
The Black Panther has continued to be one of the Fantastic Four’s best friends. 
More recently, the Black Panther and his new bride Storm, of the X-Men,27 even 
took Sue and Reed’s place on the team in order to allow them to take time off to 
go on a second honeymoon.28

Lee and Kirby gave a good deal of attention to their creation of the Black 
Panther, refi ning his costume and changing the cover of his fi rst appearance at 
the last second. They had plans to launch him in his own series but, because of 
Marvel’s limited distribution contract at the time, they had to settle for having 
him as a recurring character in Fantastic Four and soon made him a key member 
of the Avengers.29

Reginald Hudlin, president of entertainment at the BET Network and writer 
of the 2005 series The Black Panther (vol. 4), writes, “Like Sidney Poitier, the Black 
Panther went a long way towards erasing decades of insulting images in comics. 
Before him, the best you could hope for was to be ignored altogether.”30 Accord-
ing to Hudlin, that all changed with the Marvel Comics of the 1960s. He writes, 
“Marvel got it right off the bat. First with Gabe Jones in Nick Fury and His Howling 
Commandos, who didn’t have much personality but never did anything wrong—
the war comic equivalent to Peanuts’ Franklin. But [with] the creation of T’Challa 
(and special mention to Native American Wyatt Wingfoot, also a cool brother) the 
game was forever changed.”31

According to Hudlin, the combination of heritage and progress was just right. 
“The idea of a black super hero who was a king of a kingdom with incredible 
wealth and scientifi c genius that somehow perfectly balanced its own cultural 
legacy with the best of the Western World . . . who could imagine that but Stan and 
Jack? To write such a character with no superpowers but introducing us by having 
him defeat the Fantastic Four—in their own book?”32During the rest of their run on 
The Fantastic Four, Lee and Kirby continued to weave the Inhumans, Silver Surfer, 

clp-dalton-01.indd   31clp-dalton-01.indd   31 2/22/11   4:06 PM2/22/11   4:06 PM



Marvelous Myths32

and Black Panther into their stories as recurring characters, and they have all been 
featured in their own comic books as well.

Reaching Out

Strangers in the Bible

The charge to love our neighbor is diffi cult enough when we are called to love 
our family, our fellow church members, and those who live in our neighborhoods. 
The task becomes even more diffi cult when the defi nition of neighbor is expanded 
to include people we do not know and who are from other cultures. The commands 
to love one’s neighbors in Leviticus 19 presupposed love for those in need and those 
from other lands,33 but there were those in Jesus’ day who sought to limit their respon-
sibility. In the parable of the Samaritan, Jesus made it clear that the responsibility to 
love our neighbors extends beyond our circle of family, friends, and companions.

There was a great deal of religious and ethnic tension between Jews and 
Samaritans in Jesus’ day. Old disagreements regarding religious and cultural 
practices had simmered to the point that the two groups often despised each 
other. Both groups condemned the other for worshipping God in a different way 
than they did. They shared a faith, but practiced it in different ways and from 
different cultural perspectives. The Gospel of John, for example, tells us that 
when Jesus asked a Samaritan woman for a drink of water she was shocked. For 
those unaware of the tensions, the gospel explains “Jews do not share things in 
common with Samaritans” (Jn. 4:9).

The Gospel of Luke tells the story of how, while they were traveling through 
the land of the Samaritans, Jesus sent some of his disciples ahead to a village of 
the Samaritans to make arrangements to stay there. The people there would not 
welcome them, however, because they knew they were going to proceed to Jeru-
salem. So Jesus and his disciples had to travel on to another village (Lk. 9:52–53). 
Anyone who has traveled far and found a “no vacancy” sign at the end of a long 
day knows how frustrating this can be. In a clear allusion to Elijah’s defeat of the 
prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18, James and John apparently wanted to use some 
fl ame power themselves, and asked Jesus to call down fi re from heaven on the 
Samaritans who had rejected him. Jesus rebuked them, and he and his disciples 
simply moved on to another village (Lk. 9:54–55).

It is in this context of anger and disdain that Jesus, in the very next chapter of 
the Gospel of Luke, told the parable of the Samaritan. In Luke 10:29, a lawyer asked 
Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. When Jesus told him that he needed 
to love God and to love his neighbor as himself, the lawyer tried to give himself 
some wiggle room by asking, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus responded by tell-
ing the now-familiar story of a man who is robbed, beaten, and left for dead. Two 
Jewish religious leaders, a priest and a Levite, pass by the injured man without 
lending aid. But then a Samaritan, a foreigner that Jesus’ listeners would not have 
expected to lend aid to a Jew, happens by and rescues the man, even paying for his 
care and treatment (Lk. 10:30–35). Jesus then asks the lawyer, “Which of these three, 
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do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 
(Lk. 10:36). The lawyer seems to have understood the lesson. He replies, “The one 
who showed him mercy,” and Jesus responds, “Go and do likewise” (Lk. 10:37). 
Bible scholar Victor Paul Furnish comments on this passage, saying, “For Jesus 
love is not just an attitude, but a way of life. Love requires the real expenditures 
of one’s time, effort, and resources.”34

To be fair, the priest and Levite would have been taking a risk in helping the 
man at the side of the road. If the man had been dead, for example, they could have 
been disqualifi ed from carrying out some of their religious duties. The Samaritan 
in the story was engaging in risky behavior as well. He did not know the man who 
fell victim to the robbers, and he did not know whether he was opening himself up 
to being robbed himself by stopping and helping the man. He did not know how 
people would react once he brought the person to receive aid. It would probably 
have been safer just not to get involved. In the context of the story, however, it is 
clear that Jesus thinks the Samaritan has done the right thing. The story would 
have been shocking and offensive to many of those who heard it, because it chal-
lenged their religious, social, and ethnic prejudices. Jesus had told a story in which 
a member of a social group that the listeners despised on religious and ethnic 
grounds acted in a way that was morally superior to the way their own religious 
leaders acted. Jesus was calling on his followers to take risks, to step outside their 
comfort zones, and to care for people who lived outside their own communities.

A pattern emerges in the way Lee and Kirby had the Fantastic Four build rela-
tionships with the Inhumans, the Silver Surfer and Galactus, and the Black Panther 
and people of Wakanda. First of all, the Fantastic Four take a risk and venture out-
side their comfort zone to meet people who are different from themselves. Then, 
when the Fantastic Four make their fi rst attempts to communicate with strangers, 
misunderstandings abound. Still, the Fantastic Four persist in their efforts to com-
municate. When they do, the two sides tend to perceive each other as enemies at 
fi rst. They fi ght, or come near to fi ghting, each other. Somewhere in the story line, 
however, a personal meeting occurs. Johnny meets Crystal, Alicia and the Silver 
Surfer have a conversation, and the Black Panther shares a meal and conversation 
with the Fantastic Four. They begin to see each other as real people and not sim-
ply “the other.” Even though they do not fully understand one another, they are 
willing to take a posture of generosity and help each other. Finally, despite some 
ongoing tensions, the relationships continue to grow, and they become some of 
each other’s most loyal friends and allies.

The events of these classic Fantastic Four stories presented a great fi rst step in 
cross-cultural relationships, but there were still ongoing tensions, and they have 
continued building those relationships over the years. The Fantastic Four learned 
that the Inhumans, Silver Surfer, and Black Panther are not the same as themselves, 
under the skin. Race and culture matter. They really do have different values and 
perspectives from their different experiences of the world, and at times they simply 
have to agree to disagree and accept the other without attempting to make them 
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conform to their own way of doing things. The Inhumans still do not fully trust 
the world of humans. The Silver Surfer has continued to have some confl icts with 
the Fantastic Four, and he continues to be misunderstood and feared by most of 
humankind. The Fantastic Four and the Black Panther respect each other, but at 
times they need to communicate better so that they can understand how to show 
that respect. The heroic thing that the Fantastic Four and these other heroes have 
done is that they have continued to dialogue with each other despite their differ-
ences and some misunderstandings along the way. They have continued to respect 
each other and have tried to understand each other.

We might ask ourselves whether we have only friends who look like we do, act 
like we do, and come from the same background as we do. If so, perhaps we should 
take a cue from the Fantastic Four and be more adventurous and journey into new 
situations to meet new kinds of people. By looking beyond past impressions and 
past stereotypes, we can begin to build bridges of understanding. In his December 
1967 “Stan’s Soapbox,” Lee put it well when he wrote, “Always remember—‘Love 
thy neighbor’ means EVERYBODY! ’Nuff said!”35

Loving Enemies

Another innovation that Stan Lee and Jack Kirby brought to Marvel Com-
ics was that they humanized the villains of their stories. The early stories of the 
Fantastic Four took the creative step of giving supervillains motivations for their 
behavior. They do not just try to rob banks to get money or try to rule the world 
for no apparent reason other than that they are supervillains. In many cases, the 
villains do not even see themselves as villains. They feel that they are just unlucky 
or misunderstood. While readers would certainly be rooting for the Fantastic Four 
to win battles, they often developed a measure of empathy for their enemies as 
well. Furthermore, the Fantastic Four came to develop relationships with some of 
their enemies, and some of those enemies even became their friends.

The Mole Man

The motif of creating empathy for the enemy was present from the very 
beginning of the Marvel Universe in Fantastic Four #1 (November 1961). Kirby 
introduces the villain of the story, the Mole Man, in one small panel in which 
he looks both frightening and pitiable at the same time. The Mole Man rules an 
underground kingdom that is populated with the sort of wonderfully imagina-
tive giant monsters that Kirby had been drawing for the past several years. In 
that fi rst issue, the Mole Man tells the Fantastic Four his story. He explains that 
people used to mock him for his appearance. He recounts a woman mocking 
him, saying, “What? Me go out with you? Don’t make me laugh!” A potential 
employer says, “I know you’re qualifi ed, but you can’t work here! You’d scare 
our other employees away!” A person on the street mocks him, saying, “Hey, is 
that your face, or are you wearin’ a mask? Haw haw!”36 Finding no acceptance 
on the surface world, he decides to leave humankind behind. He travels to fi nd 

clp-dalton-01.indd   34clp-dalton-01.indd   34 2/22/11   4:06 PM2/22/11   4:06 PM



The Fantastic Four 35

caves that will take him to the center of the earth, reasoning, “Even this loneli-
ness is better than the cruelty of my fellow men!”37 There, he fi nds monsters and 
other creatures that serve him. When he threatens to destroy the surface world, 
the Fantastic Four seal him and his monsters underground. The reader, however, 
is left with a bit of sympathy and understanding for the Mole Man.

Years later, in Fantastic Four #88–90 (July–September 1969), the Mole Man is still 
smarting from the humiliation and rejection he had experienced from humankind. 
Kirby draws him as a pitiful mess of a man, and it is not clear whether readers are 
meant to pity him or despise him. When he once again rises from his underground 
dwelling to try to take over the surface world, the Fantastic Four stop him. Before he 
is captured, he shocks Mr. Fantastic with his mechanized staff, possibly fatally. Sue 
goes after him, but the Mole Man pleads for mercy. He says, “It was his fault! He 
tried to seize the staff! I’m not to blame! I’ve never been to blame! Never! Never!”38 
He screams, “No! No! You’ve no right to be so angry! All I wanted . . . was justice! 
Justice for myself . . . and my loyal legions! It was mankind that drove me beneath 
the surface . . . mankind who feared me and made me an outcast! I just wanted to 
walk on the surface again . . . to see the dawn come up . . . to feel the warmth of 
the sun! You can’t condemn me for that!”39 He later adds, “Nobody understands! 
Nobody ever cares!”40 In this case, Johnny doesn’t buy into the Mole Man’s self-
pity and does not allow him to play the victim. What the Mole Man is doing, how 
he is responding to the adversity that he has faced, is unacceptable. Johnny gives 
him a piece of his mind, saying, “So you had a gripe! Did it ever occur to you that 
everyone’s got a gripe? Nobody exiled you to Subterranea! You went there on your 
own . . .’cause you couldn’t face up to your problems! Well, I’ve got news for you 
mister. Ben Grimm had a problem . . . a lot bigger than yours! But he faced it like a 
man! Even Alicia, a gal not as lucky as you ‘cause she’s totally blind, managed to 
take on the world and come up a winner! But you live on hate . . . blaming others 
for whatever’s bugging you. If pity’s your bag . . . you won’t fi nd it here.”41

While the Fantastic Four might bear some sympathy and understanding 
for their enemies, they do not let them get away with their crimes. They may 
be sympathetic, but they do not believe that their enemies’ bad fortune excuses 
their bad behavior.

Doctor Doom

The Fantastic Four’s most famous nemesis, Doctor Doom, fi rst appeared in 
Fantastic Four #5 (July 1962) and became the team’s archenemy. In the Fantastic 
Four fi lms there has not been much time to develop his character beyond making 
him an evil megalomaniac bent on power. In the comic books, however, readers 
have learned a great deal about his background and his character.

In Fantastic Four Annual #2 (1964), readers learned “The Fantastic Origin of 
Doctor Doom.” The story reveals that Victor Von Doom grew up in a poor gypsy 
tribe in Europe that was oppressed by a ruthless baron. The baron’s men killed his 
mother when Victor was just an infant. When Doom was a young boy, the baron 
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summoned his father, a gypsy healer, to his castle to save his dying wife. When his 
father could not save her life, he knew the baron would try to kill him and his son 
in revenge. Doom’s father fl ed with young Victor into the snow-covered hills sur-
rounding the village, and there his father died trying to save him. After his father’s 
death, Doom discovered that his mother was a sorceress. As he grew into his teen 
years, he experimented with both science and sorcery. His brilliance as an inventor 
became legendary, and it won him a scholarship at State U in the United States. There 
he met Reed Richards who, hearing of their shared interest in science, suggested 
that they room together. But Von Doom wants privacy, so Reed instead rooms with 
the school’s new football star, Ben Grimm. Von Doom’s reckless ambition leads him 
to conduct a dangerous experiment that damaged his face and his psyche as well. 
Overcome with a hatred for humankind and irrational jealousy and hatred of Reed 
Richards in particular, Von Doom left the school, created his famous armor, and set 
out to become the master of all humankind. His fi rst step was to conquer the country 
once led by the baron who had caused his parents’ deaths. He became the absolute 
monarch of the Kingdom of Latveria, bringing the people there a peace and prosper-
ity they had never known before. By knowing his background, readers can begin to 
understand Doom’s bitterness and perhaps even admire his accomplishments from 
such modest beginnings, while still detesting his villainous ways.

Over the years, Doom has developed into a complex man. The people of Latveria 
seem to adore him and fear him. He brings them peace and prosperity, but he rules 
them as a tyrant. In an epic story running from Fantastic Four #84 (March 1969) 
through #87 (June 1969), for example, readers learn that Doom has a taste for the 
fi ner things in life. He has a master chef prepare a fi ne meal for his guests (hostages, 
actually) and plays them a piano concerto of his own composition. He tells them, 
“I wish only to live with beauty with culture to enjoy the simple pleasures life has 
to offer.”42 After four issues of battles, he fi nally has the Fantastic Four within his 
grasp. Then, when he discovers that one of his underlings has destroyed some 
priceless works of art, he becomes despondent and simply lets them go.

In 1998, Chris Claremont returned to Marvel to begin a long run on the Fan-
tastic Four (vol. 3, #4–32). Claremont took this empathy and understanding of Dr. 
Doom to a whole new level in a story line in which Reed took on the body and 
identity of Doom and ruled over Latveria. I asked Claremont about that story 
line and others.

Russell Dalton: It was interesting to me, rereading Stan Lee and Jack 
Kirby’s classic run of Fantastic Four, issues 40 through 70, that they 
experienced many new cultures. One of the reasons that led to the 
Fantastic Four fi nding victory was they understood and respected 
other cultures and understood the motivations of those who could be 
considered their enemies. To jump forward to your run on the Fantastic 
Four, you took that theme exponentially further. You had the Fantastic 
Four experiencing all sorts of cosmic races and people from different 
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timelines. You even had Reed literally fi nd out what it is like to live in 
Doctor Doom’s skin for a while.

Chris Claremont: And fi nding that it is a lot more tempting and seductive 
and dangerous than he ever imagined. That is the nature of heroism. 
Being brave, from one perspective can be easy. But, how do you take 
a stand when the thing that you are fi ghting is an impulse within 
yourself? The ideal is to look at these as real people. The thing I was 
frustrated with is that I wanted that to go on for a year or more. I wanted 
the confl ict between Reed and himself, and Reed and Doom, and Sue 
and both men, to build to a crescendo where you weren’t exactly sure 
how it would turn out or who you should root for. If Reed as Doom is 
bringing peace to the world, maybe that isn’t such a bad thing.43

In the fi lm Fantastic Four: Rise of the Silver Surfer (2007), in a story line inspired 
by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby’s epic stories from Fantastic Four #57–60 (December 
1966 through March 1967), Dr. Doom steals the Silver Surfer’s surfboard and his 
almost unlimited cosmic power. In the comic book and the fi lm, it is clear that 
Doom has brilliantly planned his theft and is headed for world domination. The 
comic book story makes it clear that it is Doom’s arrogance that causes him to fail, 
along with his personal vendetta against Reed and the rest of the Fantastic Four. 
In contrast to Doom, Reed, Sue, and other Marvel heroes are usually shown mak-
ing a distinction between their desire to stop a villain’s action and any personal 
feelings of anger or desire for revenge against the villain. Because these heroes do 
not feel the need for vengeance or retaliation, they can focus on fi nding solutions 
to the problems created by their enemies. Reed makes an effort to understand his 
enemies and their motivations, and he is therefore better able to anticipate their 
moves. Because Sue does not dismiss their enemies as simply evil monsters, she 
is better able to appeal to them to stop fi ghting and reason things out.

Prince Namor the Sub-Mariner

The benefi ts of empathizing with one’s enemies are perhaps best seen in the 
Fantastic Four’s interactions with Prince Namor the Sub-Mariner, ruler of the 
undersea Kingdom of Atlantis. Namor was one of Marvel’s most famous char-
acters of the 1940s and 1950s, and Stan Lee and Jack Kirby reintroduced him in 
Fantastic Four #4 (March 1962). Along with Dr. Doom, Namor was the Fantastic 
Four’s most commonly recurring enemy, appearing in no less than seven issues in 
the Fantastic Four’s fi rst three years.44 Namor is portrayed as a proud and noble 
monarch, enraged by the surface world’s actions against his subjects, such as the 
undersea testing of hydrogen bombs that, unbeknownst to the testers, has dev-
astated Namor’s undersea kingdom. Namor is a threat to the surface world, but 
he is enamored of Sue and invites her to marry him and rule with him over his 
kingdom. Is he a villain? In Fantastic Four #14 (May 1963), Namor is placed under 
the control of the Puppet Master, who makes Namor kidnap Sue and try to make 
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her his bride. When the Fantastic Four go undersea to rescue her, Namor breaks out 
of his trance and lets them go. As the Fantastic Four prepare to leave, Sue voices 
her hope that they will become friends.45 In Fantastic Four Annual #1 (1963), Sue 
explains, “He isn’t bad . . . He’s just fi ghting for what he believes in, the same as 
we humans are!”46 In Fantastic Four #33 (December 1964), unbeknownst to Namor, 
the Atlantean Lady Dorma travels to the surface to ask the Fantastic Four to help in 
defeating Attuma, the powerful leader of a rebel force that is trying to overthrow 
Namor as ruler of Atlantis. Dorma loves Namor and explains that Attuma would 
kill Namor and invade the surface world. Namor’s pride would never allow him to 
ask for help, however, so she says that they must keep their help a secret from him. 
This request must have been a particularly challenging one for Reed. In the past 
Namor had tried to woo Sue away from Reed on more than one occasion, and he 
comes across as an arrogant bore who shows disdain for Reed. Reed puts aside any 
animosity he holds toward Namor, however, and does the right thing. He does not 
let his personal rivalry with Namor get in the way of the greater cause of keeping 
the world safe. He is more interested in succeeding in his mission than in gaining 
personal vengeance by letting Namor fail. The Fantastic Four travel undersea and 
secretly help Namor quash the rebellion. Namor never even knows that they were 
there, so they do not get the benefi t of his appreciation, but the surface world is 
spared an invasion by Atlantis.

Since then, the Fantastic Four have repeatedly helped and supported Namor. 
They strive to negotiate a truce between him and the surface world, rather than 
quickly resorting to battle. Instead of seeing the confl ict as a win-lose situation, they 
try to fi nd win-win solutions. Instead of demonizing their enemies, they humanize 
them. As a result, they have held off the threat of Atlantis a number of times, and 
have won the trust and even the support of Namor, who has served as their ally 
on more than one occasion. Their efforts have also helped build bridges between 
Namor and the rest of the surface world, and Namor has served as a member of 
the superhero teams the Defenders and the Avengers.

“This Man, This Monster”

Fantastic Four #51 (June 1966) is one of the most widely hailed single issues 
of Marvel comics. In the story, the members of the Fantastic Four do not use their 
powers in any signifi cant way. Instead, the story focuses on their personalities and 
their character. The issue tells the story of an unnamed man, a brilliant scientist, 
who is jealous of Reed Richards’ fame and therefore is bent on destroying him, 
along with the rest of the Fantastic Four. The villain is able to take on the appear-
ance and power of the Thing. He enters the Baxter Building and works side by 
side with Reed, secretly waiting for the perfect moment to strike. A funny thing 
happens, however, as he works alongside Reed. He is struck by Reed’s humility, 
his nobility, and his willingness to risk his life to help humankind. When an experi-
ment goes wrong, instead of leaving Reed to die, the unnamed scientist ends up 
sacrifi cing his own life to save Reed. As he heads toward his inevitable death, the 
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man refl ects on Reed’s character and thinks, “As for me, I’m not gonna feel sorry 
for myself! Not many men get a second chance to make up for the rotten things 
they’ve done in their lifetime! I guess I’m luckier than most! I got that chance!47

One of Lee and Kirby’s favorite motifs was that of the criminal or villain who 
changes his ways and makes a heroic sacrifi ce. The unnamed scientist of Fantastic 
Four #51 joins other early Marvel villains such as Wonder Man in Avengers #9 
(October 1964) and gangster Slugger Sykes in The Mighty Thor #141 (June 1967) as 
people who are inspired by the nobility and kindness of the heroes to have a change 
of heart and to sacrifi ce themselves to save others. As Lee said in his conversation 
with me, there is a chance for all people, even those who have taken a wrong turn, 
to redeem themselves.48

Jesus’ Call to Love Our Enemies

If loving our neighbors, including those who are strangers to us, seems to be a 
diffi cult task, then Jesus’ words in Matthew 5:38–48 takes the challenge of loving 
up another notch or two as Jesus calls his followers to love their enemies.

Who are our enemies? For the Fantastic Four, this question was usually easy to 
answer. Their enemies were the people dressed up in crazy outfi ts, usually colored 
green or purple to contrast with the Fantastic Four’s own blue jumpsuits. They 
were the ones who openly voiced their desire to destroy them or take over the 
world. In Jesus’ day people thought of the Romans, who had oppressive authority 
over them, as their enemies. They also considered people of different faiths and 
different cultures, such as the Samaritans, as their enemies. For us today, perhaps 
we think of some person or group of people that we feel has authority over us and 
who abuses that authority as our enemy. Perhaps it is a group of people from a 
different faith. We may have more personal enemies. Perhaps he or she is a rival 
at work or school or a rival in love. Perhaps she or he is someone whom we feel 
has insulted us or done us wrong in the past. Our enemy could simply be someone 
whose personality confl icts with our own.

The passage from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount begins, “You have heard that 
it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, Do not 
resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also” 
(Mt. 5:38–39). Of course, this command fl ies in the face of the whole genre of the 
superhero story! Superheroes are supposed to resist evildoers! In this regard, the 
Fantastic Four make lousy role models for turning the other cheek. One of the Thing’s 
favorite catch phrases is “It’s Clobberin’ Time!” and the Fantastic Four spend more 
time clobbering and imprisoning their enemies than loving them. One of the most 
common motifs of the superhero genre is that when villains do something wrong, 
a hero comes and beats them up. It is sometimes satisfying to our human nature 
to see that sort of justice meted out.

Does the command to love our enemies mean that we are just to be passive 
toward evil or injustice, or that we are supposed to let people hit us or physi-
cally abuse us? Not really. Bible scholar Warren Carter explains that the passage 
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sometimes translated as “Do not resist an evildoer” is better translated “Do not 
violently resist an evildoer.”49 According to Carter, this passage does not forbid 
self-protection or recommend a submissive approach to tyrants. Carter explains 
that Jesus’ command to turn the other cheek does not mean that if someone is 
punching us in the face, we should just stand there and take it. Instead, it refers to 
how we respond to an act of public humiliation. One of the most insulting acts of 
Jesus’ day was to strike someone on the cheek with the back of one’s hand. Striking 
someone on the cheek or the other acts mentioned in the passage, such as taking 
someone’s coat or asking them to go a mile, were oppressive demonstrations of 
power sometimes used by Roman soldiers to fl aunt their authority over Jewish 
people. As Carter puts it, “It expresses the power differential of a superior who 
disdains an inferior.”50 Jesus’ call is not a call to become resigned to oppression or 
to allow ourselves to become victims of violence. It does, however, call us to resist 
oppression in nonviolent ways, in ways that apparently have not been learned by 
most superheroes. When evildoers strike, we are not to retaliate in like fashion.

Like Johnny’s defi ant response to the Mole Man’s excuses, Jesus’ words do not 
mean that we should be naive doormats for every bully or conman who comes 
our way. In Matthew 10:16, Jesus says, “See, I am sending you out like sheep into 
the midst of wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.” We should 
care about others, but not become pushovers or give in to every sad story we are 
told. We should have sympathy for the circumstances that helped to lead people 
down the wrong path but not excuse their bad behavior. We have every right to 
stop someone from harming us, but we should not wish harm upon them.

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount continues with words that challenge us all. Not only 
does Jesus prohibit his followers from violently retaliating against those who oppress 
them and insult them, but he actually asks his followers to love them, saying, “You 
have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 
But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that 
you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil 
and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous” (Mt. 
5:43–45). While the command to “love your neighbor” is found in Leviticus 19:18, 
the command to hate your enemy is nowhere to be found in the Hebrew Bible. 
Apparently that did not prevent some religious people from twisting the Bible’s 
words into a license to hate. Here, Jesus makes it explicit that hate for others has 
no place in God’s realm.

The fi lm Fantastic Four (2005), directed by Tim Story, offers a similar sentiment. 
When Ben fi rst meets Alicia Masters, she helps him gain a new perspective on the 
God of love. Ben is in a sour mood, understandably feeling sorry for himself. He 
says, “If there is a god, he hates me.” Alicia responds, “She . . . is not so into hate.”

But what does it mean, exactly, to love one’s enemies? Does it mean that we 
should let those who do evil have every victory? Does it mean that we always let 
our enemies win in the interest of politeness? Carter explains, “Love does not . . . 
mean accommodated ‘niceness’ without confl ict.”51 Carter points out that Jesus 
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challenged the established religious leaders of his day in no uncertain terms. The 
issue is not whether or not we resist evildoers, but how we are to do it. As Carter 
explains, “How the community challenges (loving, creative, and active nonviolence) 
and to what end (the fullness of God’s empire) matter enormously.”52

In the case of Doctor Doom, the Fantastic Four did not sit by and let him take 
over the world out of affection for him. They did not, however, carry out a personal 
vendetta to try to harm him, either.

What are some concrete ways in which we can love our enemies? One of the 
fi rst steps that we can take is to approach them as real people and not just demon-
ize them as monsters or people who are purely evil. While superhero comic books 
and fi lms such as those of the Fantastic Four do tend to divide the world into 
heroes and villains, in contrast to many superhero tales, the stories of the Fantastic 
Four do at least take the important step of humanizing their enemies. While the 
stories of the Fantastic Four do not present the perfect example of loving enemies, 
Stan Lee and Jack Kirby at least made an effort to show that the villains were real 
people with real motivations, and not just monsters. One way we can show such 
love is by answering Jesus’ call to pray for our enemies. By taking time to pray for 
others, we are forced to stop and see them as real people and not simply objects of 
our anger and disdain. Social ethicist Stephen Charles Mott suggests that the sort 
of love commanded in the New Testament “respects the human dignity ascribed 
to and shared by everyone.”53 He adds, “This involves both a perception of what 
humanity was meant to be and respect for this potential in every person.”54

The ancient teaching of the Didache suggests that one benefi t of showing love to 
an enemy is that it may turn them into a friend. Commenting on Jesus’ words it says, 
“Love the ones hating you, and you will not have an enemy” (Didache 1:3). Jesus 
himself, however, offered no guarantee that our love for others will be returned to 
us. By taking a gracious approach to the Sub-Mariner, the Fantastic Four were able 
to win him over as an ally, but this was not the case with Doctor Doom. Loving our 
enemy does not guarantee they will become our friend. It may, however, help keep 
us, like the Fantastic Four, focused on our tasks here on Earth rather than putting 
all our energy into nursing vendettas against others. It may help us focus on fi nding 
solutions rather than fi nding revenge. It may keep us focused on the way of Jesus. 
Our love may not change our enemies, but it may change us.

How realistic is it to expect us to love our enemies in the real world? Perhaps 
one of the reasons loving one’s enemies seems so unrealistic is because we know 
too much about our own faulty human nature. Perhaps another reason is that our 
popular culture repeatedly tells us stories, including those of superheroes, that sug-
gest that the way to confront evildoers is through violence, sending us the message 
that we are to love our neighbors but hate our enemies and retaliate whenever they 
do something against us. Jesus called his followers to a different way.

Jesus acknowledged that he was calling his followers to a higher standard than 
most people follow. This kind of love, the radical, indiscriminate love that Jesus 
called for, is not for wimps. Many of Jesus’ followers were probably taken aback 
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by his call to resist evil in loving and nonviolent ways. Those in authority, includ-
ing the Romans and their tax collectors, certainly did not play by these rules. How 
realistic was it to ask them to be nonviolent? In Matthew 5:46–48, Jesus suggests 
that anyone can love those who love them back. But he is calling his followers to 
love without restrictions. This kind of loving does not let evildoers “get away with 
it,” as some might fear. Instead, it is a countercultural practice that undermines the 
petty power plays of the rest of society.55

Closing

It is appropriate that this fi rst chapter deals with powers and with love. In order 
to live heroic lives in the real world, we need to realize that we are empowered 
with gifts, talents, and fruits to carry out the tasks that are given to us. For Chris-
tians, there is no greater task than to love, including loving both those closest to 
us and those who are not like us, and even fi nding ways to love those who could 
be called our enemies. The Fantastic Four are certainly not perfect role models 
for using our gifts and abilities for good, or for how we should love others. They 
have, however, committed themselves to using their amazing powers for good, 
and they have learned to love each other and those from other cultures and even 
to show love and understanding to some of their enemies. Their stories provide 
us with the opportunity to refl ect on how we can do the same in the real world.

Questions for Refl ection

• Of the powers of the members of the Fantastic Four, which power would 
you most want and why?

• What are your powers? What spiritual gifts have you been given? How 
can you use these to serve the church?

• What natural talents do you have? How can you use these to serve God 
and others?

• How have the fruits of the spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self control (Gal. 5:22–23)—helped 
you live your life as a person of faith?

• Have you committed yourself to using the gifts and abilities you have 
been given to help do God’s work and help others? What are some specifi c 
“missions” that you are committed to?

• Real people have different personalities. How do you get along with 
people who are different from you? What types of personalities are 
particularly challenging for you to get along with?

• Think about your relationships within your family. Does your family tend 
to get along or do they bicker quite a bit? Do they do some of both?

• Has there ever been a circumstance in which, looking back, you realize 
that you were the bad guy and that you were the one in the wrong? Did you 
rationalize your behavior at the time? Did you feel you had valid motives? 
How does this help you understand others who have wronged you?
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• Can you recall a time when you misunderstood someone from another 
culture? Did you ever misunderstand someone with a background 
different from yours and then become friendly later?

• Do you know anyone from another cultural background? We naturally 
gravitate to people who are like us, but in so doing we often miss out on 
rich friendships. How can you nurture friendships and relationships with 
people who are different from you?

• Think about an adversary you have had. Try to think about how life 
would be if you had to live in their shoes. Does empathizing with them 
help you understand them, or is it just more frustrating?

• Who are your enemies? What groups of people might be considered to be 
enemies of the country or group to which you belong? What individuals 
could be considered to be your enemies?

• How do we resist evil but not hate people who do bad things? How do we 
behave differently if we love our enemies rather than hate them?

• What are some stories that you have watched or read this week that seem 
to suggest that the best response to evildoers is to retaliate with violence 
or to get revenge?

• Have you ever become friends with someone you once might have 
considered an enemy?

• Can you think of a story you have watched or read that suggests we take 
Jesus’ approach of loving our enemies?

• What are three ways you can think of that you can love your enemy?
• Are there other refl ections you have had on the Fantastic Four’s comic 

books, cartoons, or fi lms?
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