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Linda Vulcano, who dared to listen and learn for the sake of a child she loves.

Kim Roberts, my dear friend, who asked challenging questions, supplied much-needed encouragement, and continually upheld me in prayer as I researched and wrote.

Sarah Flower, who first introduced our family to Harry Potter.

Finally, in loving memory of Sue Flower, whom I will always think of when I recall what Albus Dumbledore told Harry: “Love as powerful as your mother’s for you leaves its own mark. Not a scar, no visible sign … to have been loved so deeply, even though the person who loved us is gone, will give us some protection forever.”
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INTRODUCTION

HARRY POTTER IS HERE … AND HE’S NOT GOING AWAY!

Prepare for the Cultural and Spiritual Impact

The fact that you’ve picked up this book speaks to the impact the Harry Potter series has had on the Christian community. Perhaps you share some of the curiosity, confusion, fear, enthusiasm, or even anger that discussion of the books has generated. Perhaps you just want to know what all the hubbub is about. The debate over Harry Potter has caused dissension, factions, confusion, strife, and enmity within the body of Christ. This is not as the Lord would have it, even though valid concerns exist.

In the following chapters, I will help you sort out facts from fiction, reality from rumors, and provide trustworthy information to make you knowledgeable about the Harry Potter stories and the related debate. I will aim to help you become clearheaded, calm, confident, and peaceful with regard to the issues being raised about Harry Potter, whatever your personal convictions may be now or after you finish this book. I do all of this within a scriptural framework that upholds the truth of the Bible and our devotion to God’s Word as the absolute standard for our lives and choices. I aim to provide all you need to obey Romans 14:5, which says, “Each one should be fully convinced in his own mind.”

Why should a Christian even enter this discussion? For several reasons, but perhaps most obviously because Harry Potter’s influence—on both our culture and Christian community—is truly phenomenal.

A PREDICTABLE SURGE OF CULTURAL AND SPIRITUAL INFLUENCE

Harry Potter has settled over the literary and cultural world with unprecedented coverage. No other book or series has seen such immediate publishing success (sales top forty-eight million copies sold within four years), worldwide fanfare (with editions in 110 countries and nearly forty languages), or literary acclaim (awards too numerous to mention). The series’ impact has awakened a love of reading among children unparalleled in this generation. Once awakened, fans of all ages find themselves passionate about Harry Potter.

Harry Potter and his author, J. K. (Joanne) Rowling, have star status! The woman who wrote the books is arguably as popular with this generation as the Beatles were in the 1960s. Harry’s face has been on the cover of Time magazine. Rosie O’Donnell is a huge fan. Harry has been—and is—covered in every major news magazine and respectable news venue online and around the world. When a teen accidentally bought the fourth book before the anticipated release date, she made CNN’s Headline News and Talkback Live. Harry is a cultural icon able to eclipse major world events, and his influence and popularity will surge in the near future as surely as springtime turns record snowpack into rushing rivers.

Perhaps this immense popularity makes you a tad nervous. You might share the concerns of many in the Christian community over how kids might be influenced. Some ask:


• Might kids be lured unsuspectingly into occult involvement?

• Might kids come away with the belief that there is such a thing as good witchcraft?

• Might kids learn disrespect for adults and authority?

• Might kids come to believe that witches and wizards are cool, while nonwitches and nonwizards are not?

• Might kids, who make heroes of Harry and his friends, cut themselves off from the real world and begin associating with other kids who practice or celebrate the occult with disastrous results?



These concerns and controversy over Harry Potter arise along with the cultural influence and growing popularity of the stories. The debate, accusations, fears, rumors, worries, and arguments about Harry Potter have an impact all their own. Christians do not easily sidestep such discussions, nor should we. Indeed, every parent and Christian educator, and any Christian who cares about children or remaining culturally relevant, will need to face the Harry Potter phenomenon and the debate it generates. We need to do so in the right spirit, in light of God’s Word, and in light of the facts, all while exercising godly wisdom and sound judgment.

Whether we like it or not, Harry Potter is here to stay. There is no such thing as untelling a story. Think about it. His stories have already entered the hearts and minds of millions of people around the world. Long before the media hype, kids were talking about Harry Potter and recommending the books to their friends. Online Harry Potter clubs and chat groups proliferate. They are some of the most popular destinations on the Web and are unifying Harry Potter fans worldwide. This bond satisfies something in the hearts and minds of those who respond to the stories with unbridled enthusiasm. There is simply no way to ignore or avoid Harry Potter’s influence. The series is not a fad that will be gone by next Christmas. It is far more.

You may have noticed such enthusiasm when fans—perhaps friends or relatives—have recommended the books. Perhaps you’re wondering if you should allow your children to read the books or watch the movies. In order to make responsible decisions, you need to know what is really in the stories. Besides, many Harry Potter fans are children who love the books and identify with the characters. You’ll see them carrying the books, talking about the stories and characters, fully engaged and wearing or toting merchandise with emblems and insignias from Harry Potter’s world. You may have noticed, especially if you’ve ever cast a wary eye or made a negative statement about Harry Potter in the presence of young fans, that kids who love Harry Potter take it personally when someone opposes these stories. They’re likely to become defensive, even toward well-meaning adults. “Hate Harry Potter, hate me,” they seem to say. We need to understand why they feel so passionately about these books.

If we want to have a positive influence and enter into meaningful discussions with kids who love Harry Potter, we’ll do well not to show signs of ignorance about what’s really in the books while seriously questioning or condemning them. If we take that approach, kids will write us off—especially if we haven’t read a story in its entirety and have secondhand or inaccurate information. If we care about a child who is already into Harry Potter, we must realize these stories have already become a permanent part of that child’s psyche. This is one reason we need to respond wisely rather than just react. There are many things we can do to make sure children are not misled. There are even many ways in which we can use the Harry Potter phenomenon positively. In coming chapters I will explain these points in depth.

The influence of Harry Potter is not only here to stay, it is also sure to grow. The series will include one book for each of Harry’s seven years of education at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. The first four books were out by 2000, with at least one per year scheduled in 2001, 2002, and 2003. The first movie, produced by Warner Brothers, is due out in the fall of 2001. The second movie is scheduled to be released in summer 2002, with video releases sure to follow. Over $1 billion worth of merchandising rights have been sold to date. These include video games, board games, toys, clothing, mugs, diaries, school supplies, backpacks, key rings—you name it—along with the accompanying media hype.

Noteworthy, too, is the series’ growing literary and educational impact. Harry Potter has given rise to literature guides for teachers, online discussion guides, book reports, literary college classes, church discussion groups, essay contests, library and bookstore displays, research projects, and debate subjects. A literary event of this magnitude inevitably changes the cultural and educational landscape dramatically.

Short of cutting yourself and the children you care about completely off from the world, there is no escaping some of Harry Potter’s influence. But perhaps we (and God’s kingdom) are not best served by trying to escape it. Some people are reacting as if this is sure to be a destructive flood, so they opt to run for the hills. Others determine to spiritually sandbag their homes, fearing the overflow of Harry Potter’s influence. As you read this book, I ask you to prayerfully consider the possibility that we might harness the cultural energy created by Harry Potter and convert it into a useful form that enlightens our kids to the dangers of real occult practices in our own world, while also teaching them valuable moral lessons. Not all Christians will choose to do this (and that’s okay), but I’ll show you how this may be a God-approved option for you. Whichever approach you take, you must acknowledge that Harry Potter cannot be completely ignored.

THE POLARIZATION OF VIEWPOINTS

Harry Potter and J. K. Rowling have become a flash point in the ongoing culture wars. Some Christians have brought lawsuits against their children’s schools where Harry Potter is being read in class or made freely available in the library. Media attention given to the few Christians who have brought lawsuits is presented as if they represent the official position of “the Christian right.” Ministers who have called for Harry Potter to be restricted from public schools on the basis of separation of church and state have asserted that the term “witchcraft”—even magic used as a literary device common to fantasy writing—is a promotion of Wicca (the religion of modern-day witchcraft). While these individuals do not represent the Christian community as a whole, their strong views have secured the attention of the secular media.

To date, this has brought swift reaction from those who believe such views threaten their dearly held rights of freedom of speech and freedom of religion. Those opposed to “Christian extremists”—who try to impose their “narrow” view of life, religion, and literature on the rest of the society—have banded together. They have created organizations to oppose those who oppose Harry Potter! Neither side is prepared to back down, because each considers the stakes too high: for one side, the spiritual safety of their children; for the other, their freedoms. In the political arena alone we can brace ourselves for a prolonged debate—if Christians are not dismissed from it altogether.

As a group, Christians are often portrayed by the media as fearful, ignorant, and completely closed-minded. The media’s selective coverage of the “Christian viewpoint” in this case has failed to present an accurate perception of a diverse population of Christians. The secular media did not find it newsworthy that many highly respected Christian leaders and publications supported the Harry Potter books as literature to be applauded. Whichever position you personally hold, we Christians are all affected whenever the media portrays us—the body of Christ—inaccurately or incompletely.

Even though you may have no intention of getting into this or any other controversial debate, you may be forced to take a stand. People who love Harry Potter or who associate defending Harry Potter with defending their freedoms have heard the media reports about Christians who are trying to ban the books. People with whom you’ve been trying to share the love of Christ or with whom you are building relationships may begin to judge and pigeonhole you. They may negate or mistrust you because of what the media has told them you believe, particularly if they have not heard you confirm or deny it yourself.

I had such an encounter one day while walking my daughter across the school crosswalk. A teacher asked me what, as a Christian, I thought of the Harry Potter books. Before I had a chance to reply, the crossing guard interrupted us. “You’re not one of those Christians against Harry Potter, are you?” She didn’t need a stop sign; her glare alone could have brought traffic to a halt! At that moment I was glad I had already prayerfully prepared a thoughtful answer.

I hope this book will help you better understand the issues surrounding the Harry Potter debate so that you can respond in a kind and godly way—regardless of your position—if you are similarly challenged.

UNITY IN CHRIST DESPITE OUR DIFFERENCES

Our interaction with our brothers and sisters in Christ is just as important as our interaction with the world. Factious arguments have arisen within the body of Christ, sometimes causing divisions within churches, among friends, and in fellowship groups. My desire to be a peacemaker within the body of Christ prompted me to take on this challenging and controversial subject. And yet I am a realist. It seems that the debate will escalate before it is resolved, stirring up confusion that leads to endless arguments. I believe God has given me insight that can replace this confusion with clarity, for ours is not a God of confusion, but of peace. Therefore, I pray this book will be used to help each person debate in such a way that maintains peace and unity in the body of Christ as we process our personal convictions.

Even though we may disagree, Christian fans and foes of Harry Potter hold in common some concerns about the series. In the following pages I will lay out these valid issues in light of Scripture and point to simple yet effective ways in which we can address them. I understand how scary it can be to think about how the Harry Potter books are winning the hearts, minds, and allegiance of millions of children while seemingly making light of occult practices. The Harry Potter stories do present potentially confusing messages that we must clarify for kids in keeping with the Bible. Children need our help in distinguishing between the “literary magic” of a fantasy world and corresponding real-world occult practices the Bible forbids. This book will equip you to protect kids from occult influences in real life, and will help you clearly explain the realities and dangers to them. Christian parents have a unique obligation to make sure their children clearly understand what God says is off-limits in our world. Youth leaders, Sunday school teachers, educators, and other Christian leaders also need to think through the issues within their sphere of influence, while making sure not to usurp parental authority on a controversial matter of such significance. As you decide where you stand, ideally you will also better understand how others may have come to a different position and how we can all honor God in spite of those differences.

I do not write merely from an academic position, although I have striven for factual accuracy and excellent scholarship. I write as a Christian parent of three school-age children, a former youth minister (having devoted ten years of my life to the spiritual development of young people), a Bible teacher, and a volunteer youth leader. I write because I care about kids, I care about literature (having a degree in communication from Pepperdine University), and I care about the body of Christ and how we represent our Lord and his message to the world. I am mindful of the real assault of occult forces on youth today, popularized by our culture. I’ve fought and continue to fight this spiritual battle. But God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of sound judgment (see 2 Timothy 1:7).

There are many facts about issues related to Harry Potter that can be known as true or false. Whatever conclusion you reach needs to be made on the basis of truth. There is much being repeated in the Christian community about the Harry Potter books and their author that simply is not true. We should not react out of fear, but should seek the truth as we are led by God’s Spirit.

I don’t claim to have all the answers; indeed, I’m convinced that no one does on this issue. This is a disputable matter that Scripture says must be decided individually and conscientiously (see chapter 5). But I have learned a great deal, applying my Bible training and expertise in youth ministry to the concerns raised on behalf of kids. I hope that both the things God revealed to me through this process and the facts I carefully verified will help you and the kids you care about.

Finally, while there seems to be much unpleasantness and apprehension about these books, there are also some surprising blessings brought about by the phenomenon begun by Harry Potter. We dare not miss these! Ephesians 5:15-16 tells us, “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.” I will share with you some of the tremendous opportunities afforded Christians by the Harry Potter books and the worldwide interest they have generated.

Not every Christian who reads this book will arrive at the same conclusion. I designed it to help you come to the right decision for you as you seek to please God and follow the leading of the Holy Spirit in your life. In keeping with 1 Timothy 1:5, the goal of our instruction is love that comes from a pure heart, a clear conscience, and a sincere faith. Whatever decision you come to about Harry Potter, my prayer is that this book will help us all obey Ephesians 4:3: “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”


CHAPTER ONE

MAD ABOUT HARRY!

Controversy in the Christian Community

Have you been caught in the middle of an argument over Harry Potter? It is decidedly uncomfortable! I raised the subject at a luncheon table during a women’s retreat where I was the featured speaker. I wasn’t looking to find an answer to which position was right or wrong. Instead, I wanted to see what effect the discussion would have on our Christian fellowship and unity.

At the mention of Harry Potter, there was an immediate and marked shift in the mood and body language. Ladies who had been chatting happily began to eye me warily. There was an awkward pause before one woman ventured a negative comment, recounting quotes from an e-mail she’d received from a “devoted Christian who is completely trustworthy.” Others chimed in with similar opinions, nodding cautiously as those in agreement lined up verbally on one side of the argument.

I dared to ask if any of them had read the books; none had. One said she’d been given a copy, which she promptly threw away. She had read a negative article in a Christian publication whose founder she trusted. I urged them to at least keep an open mind because some of their information (cited from the e-mail) was verifiably false. They now eyed me with overt suspicion. They challenged me to prove my point. I cited research I had done in preparing to write this book and offered enough facts to deter further contradiction. I also mentioned that the same publication trusted to discredit the books had also published articles favorable to them.

My points were grudgingly accepted, but the argument was obviously not settled. The rest of the meal was thankfully short, now devoid of harmony. Ours was an uneasy truce rather than true peace. Since I was a guest among them and the speaker, courtesy required them to be polite. One woman I knew spoke to me afterward and said, “You almost lost me there. I was ready to write you off! As it appears, they all were. If you had not had facts in hand, you would have totally lost our confidence. As it was …” Her look told me what I, too, had realized. Given different circumstances, it could have gotten ugly instead of just politely cool.

Grownups aren’t the only ones caught in uncomfortable situations because of the controversy in Christian circles over Harry Potter. I was at a girls’ Bible club when the topic came up. One fourth-grader said, “My mom says the Harry Potter books are evil. Real Christians don’t read them.”

Another girl looked up sharply and rose to the challenge. “Well, then I guess that means my mom isn’t a real Christian, because she read them out loud to us!”

The first girl—hands firmly on her hips—started to come back when two fast-acting moms diffused the situation.

A CATALYST FOR DISHARMONY

I don’t recount these stories to start an argument, but to examine what happened among Christians as soon as the argument began. Arguing over Harry Potter has disrupted our fellowship and created unpleasantness and confusion. I wish these were isolated cases. Sadly, they are not. Discussion of Harry Potter seems to predictably divide Christians into pro and con factions.

Surely we don’t like being caught in the middle when Christians cross swords! Even when wielding the sword of God’s Word, Christians have proved cutting to fellow believers—and kids are caught in the middle of this argument. So what are we to do? Avoid Harry Potter as a topic not suitable for polite conversation? Ignore the important issues at the heart of this debate because the process is distasteful? Congregate and discuss it only with Christians who share our particular side of the argument?

I say no to all of these. Instead, we need to find a way to face the issues, deal with the disagreements with intellectual honesty, and resolve the tension in a way that restores peace to the body of Christ—without disregarding or disobeying Scripture. There is such a way, but we will never get there by quarreling. In this chapter I will examine the starkly different opinions among Christians and pave the way to understanding the complexities of this debate. With God’s guidance we can attempt to resolve the dissonance—even if we don’t settle the argument.

LISTEN IN ON THE DEBATE

Because the Harry Potter books raise such important issues, it has been necessary for Christians to think these through, even out loud. Those who have dared to make public statements on either side of this debate have done so with sincere conviction that their points need to be considered. For the past year and a half, I have collected everything I could find being written and published by Christians on Harry Potter. I will share some of the pro and con arguments so you can listen in. As you do, keep an eye open for the common ground we all share, such as our desire to protect all kids (and adults) from real occult involvement.

I have tried to offer a fair sampling of credible, sincere Christian voices on both sides of the debate in their own words. I have edited passages for brevity without sacrificing the essence of their positions. (Web sites listed in the notes direct you to where you can read them in their entirety.) This sampling is not meant to be exhaustive, but to let you see the stark contrast of opinions within the Christian community. I’ve included Christians from various strata: educators, representatives of respected Christian organizations and publications, parents, book reviewers, even kids themselves. Both sides cite Scripture, present convincing arguments, and have emotional appeal.

You will most likely agree more with one side than the other, but you’ll probably also find some points on the opposite side that make you pause to think. Don’t look for either side to win the argument. I’m not setting this up to lead you to conclude that one side has arguments or clout superior to the other. You will likely conclude, as I have, that there are good points made on both sides, although people tend to see it one way or the other. My goal in this chapter is not to settle the argument but to demonstrate the futility of quarreling. It’s not exactly comfortable to listen to this kind of argument, even on paper. Experiencing the slight discomfort, however, may help motivate you to eagerly look for a godly way to resolve it.

From “Witches and Wizards: The Harry Potter Phenomenon” by Chuck Colson


BreakPoint—If you have a youngster between the ages of seven and 13, chances are a boy named Harry Potter has moved in with you. So have wizards and witches and dragons.

Kids can’t seem to get enough of the Harry Potter books, all three of which are currently riding the New York Times bestseller list. But some Christian parents are wondering if Harry and his friends are suitable playmates for their kids.

Book one, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, has the orphaned Harry living with cruel relatives in an English suburb. On his eleventh birthday, Harry discovers that he is a wizard, endowed with magical powers. Harry is promptly dispatched to the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, where he takes classes in magic, befriends other young witches and wizards, and learns the fine points of flying on a broomstick.

In the just-published third book in the trilogy, Harry discovers that a wizard named Sirius Black has escaped from the Azkaban prison and is apparently trying to kill him.

The books are enormously inventive, and include the kind of humor that makes many parents want to borrow the books from their kids. But if you’re the parent of a Harry Potter fan, you may be concerned about the elements of witchcraft in these books.

It may relieve you to know that the magic in these books is purely mechanical, as opposed to occultic. That is, Harry and his friends cast spells, read crystal balls, and turn themselves into animals—but they don’t make contact with a supernatural world.

Other parents are concerned with the dark themes and violence in the books. After all, Harry’s parents are murdered in book one, and throughout the books, Harry is pursued by followers of a murderous wizard named Voldemort. But as the author, J. K. Rowling, points out, “the theme running through all of these books is the fight between good and evil.” The plots reinforce the theme that evil is real, and must be courageously opposed.

As this theme unfolds, so do the characters of Harry and his friends. They develop courage, loyalty, and a willingness to sacrifice for one another—even at the risk of their lives. Not bad lessons in a self-centered world.

Some Christians may try to keep their kids from reading these books, but with eight million copies of the Harry Potter books floating around American homes, it’s almost inevitable that your own children or grandchildren will be exposed to them. If they do read these books, help them to see the deeper messages. Contrast the mechanical magic in the Potter books to the kind of real life witchcraft the Bible condemns—the kind that encourages involvement with supernatural evil. Help them, as well, to see how the author presents evil as evil, and good as good.

If your kids do develop a taste for Harry Potter and his wizard friends, this interest might just open them up to an appreciation for other fantasy books with a distinctly Christian worldview. When your kids finish reading Harry Potter, give them C. S. Lewis’s Narnia books and J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy.

These books also feature wizards and witches and magical potions—but in addition, they inspire the imagination within a Christian framework—and prepare the hearts of readers for the real-life story of Christ.1



From “Bewitched by Harry Potter” by Berit Kjos


The haunted grounds of Hogwarts may be out-of-this world, but with its blend of earthly familiarity and practical magic, it has captivated more than seven million minds. Adults and children alike have, in their imagination, followed Harry through that mystical veil between ordinary reality and occult fantasy. Most find it hard to put the book down once they start it, and when finished, may read it again and again. Immersed in this mystical world of spiritual forces, they feel Harry’s struggles and share his fears. They sit with him through his classes on Potions, Spells, Transformation (“turning something into something else”) and Divination, and, like him, learn some tricks of the old Craft. They sense the pain of his miserable return visits to London, and they soar with him above the earth on a magical and magnificent broomstick.

All “these things” are demonstrated in the Harry Potter books. These stories are every bit as spiritual as Christian literature, but the spiritual power they promote comes from other gods. If you treasure God’s truth, may I suggest you encourage your children not to read these books? I know such parental intervention sounds grossly offensive, in fact, downright muggleish, to children who love Harry’s magical world and reject biblical absolutes. Yet, just as “progressive” leaders fear the influence of biblical truth on budding world citizens, so Christian parents need to guard their children against all kinds of occult “counsel.”

Shun other gods. It’s tempting to believe the beckoning voices that display enticing counterfeits of all God’s wonderful promises. The power is within yourself, they say.

Don’t listen to the lies. Instead, take this sober warning to heart: “When you come into the land which the Lord your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow the abominations of those nations. There shall not be found among you anyone who: practices witchcraft, is a soothsayer or a sorcerer, interprets omens, conjures spells, is a medium or a spiritist, calls up the dead. For all who do these things are an abomination to the Lord.” (Deuteronomy 18:9-12)2



From “Harry Dilemma” by John Andrew Murray (Focus on the Family)


From a Christian perspective, authority and supernatural power are linked.… [In Mark 2:6-12] we see a picture of the relationship between power and authority. Jesus’ power flows from His authority. That’s the nature of all legitimate power—it is granted and guided by authority.

When we read Rowling’s series, we find that she effectively divorces power from authority. There is no sovereign person or principle governing the use of power. Magical power is gained through inheritance and learning. It is not granted by a Higher Authority, because there is no Higher Authority—at least none higher than Harry’s mentor, Albus Dumbledore, and the evil Lord Voldemort.

What comes across, instead, is a kind of dualism—the idea that there are two equal, uncreated, antagonistic forces, one good and one evil, and that choosing between the two is purely a matter of personal opinion. Rowling’s readers are ultimately left in a morally confused world.

In Lewis’ [Chronicles of Narnia series] … power and authority are welded together. That authority is Jesus, in the character of Aslan—creator and sovereign ruler of Narnia, son of the Emperor Beyond the Sea. Good power is power that is bestowed by Aslan and exercised in accordance with his will. We see this good power at work when the children Peter, Susan, and Lucy use gifts bestowed on them by an agent of Aslan.

Evil power, on the other hand, is power that is seized or conjured—rather than bestowed—and exercised for selfish ends. Those who resist the temptation are commended, as was Digory in The Magician’s Nephew. But those who wield it, such as Jadis, also in The Magician’s Nephew, and the White Witch, in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, are eventually vanquished by Aslan.…

Rowling’s work invites children to a world where witchcraft is “neutral” and where authority is determined solely by one’s might or cleverness. Lewis invites them to a world where God’s authority is not only recognized, but celebrated—a world that resounds with His goodness and care.3



From “Exploring Harry Potter’s World” by Lindy Beam (Focus on the Family)


In his preface to The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis wrote, “There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them.”

As Christians, our goal in approaching occultism should be to avoid both extremes that Lewis mentions, which he says are equally dangerous to our faith and pleasing to “the devils.”

So what are Christian parents to do with Harry Potter? The books could be a springboard to fruitful discussion to prevent children from falling into either of these errors. But parents should evaluate the books to determine if the series is appropriate for the age and maturity of their own children. If you feel that through reading Harry Potter your children might develop “an excessive and unhealthy interest” in wizardry and magic, then the answer is simple: Leave the books on the shelf.

If, on the other hand, you sense that your children can grasp the deeper meaning without getting too caught up in the fantasy, and are mature enough to handle the frightening battle scenes, Harry Potter could be an excellent conversation starter.

If your young readers are already clamoring for Harry, take the time to read the stories with them. When references to magic, spells and divination arise, go to the Bible together to find out the truth. Help your children see that there is a real world of witchcraft that is not pleasing to God. This way you will teach your children to ask questions, find answers in Scripture and avoid the misconception that witches and wizards are merely harmless fantasy.4



From “Virtue on a Broomstick” by Michael G. Maudlin (Christianity Today)


Harry is the orphaned son of two loving parents (albeit a witch and a wizard) who were murdered by one of the best embodiments of evil in fiction that has come along in some time.… Our hero suffers ostracism from his friends.… And how does Harry cope? Yes, he gets discouraged and angry, but overall he displays courage, loyalty, compassion, joy, humility, even love.… And all the while he sounds like a typical 14-year -old. That is Rowling’s triumph: creating a “cool” good kid.

What are Christians actually complaining about when they critique Rowling? Far from frothing at the mouth, many Christian leaders have given reasoned counsel on the matter. Lindy Beam, a youth-culture analyst for Plugged-In, a Focus on the Family newsletter that reviews popular culture, has surveyed the Potter phenomenon and provides helpful guidance for parents. She begins by stating what should be the obvious goal for parents today but is not: “To grow kids who are wise, thoughtful, culturally literate, pure, God-fearing, and who can make a positive impact on their world.”

Next she raises three issues Christian parents should grapple with before they allow Harry Potter into their child’s imagination: First, the series may desensitize us to witchcraft. Second, the books don’t “acknowledge any supernatural powers or moral authority at all.” And third, there is “lots of gore and fright.” But then she lists the books’ positive values and cautions against overreaction. “Children who read about Harry will probably discover little to nothing about the true world of the occult,” she writes. “We know God hates the practice of witchcraft (Deut. 18:10). But we have committed a fault of logic in saying that reading about witches and wizards necessarily translates into these occult practices. I would propose instead that reading Harry Potter produces curiosity and that it is what we do with that curiosity that makes all the difference.”

John Andrew Murray, Beam’s colleague at Teachers in Focus, has harsher words for Harry: “By disassociating magic and supernatural evil, it becomes possible to portray occult practices as ‘good’ and ‘healthy,’ contrary to the scriptural declaration that such practices are ‘detestable to the Lord.’ This, in turn, opens the door for kids to become fascinated with the supernatural while tragically failing to seek or recognize the one true source of supernatural good—namely God.”

“What comes across,” Murray concludes, “is a kind of dualism, the idea that there are two equal, uncreated, antagonistic forces, one good and one evil, and that choosing between the two is purely a matter of personal opinion. Rowling’s readers are ultimately left in a morally confused world.”

I disagree with Murray. I think good and evil are clear and absolute in the books, just not fully explained—yet. It may be your “personal opinion” that it is right to serve Lord Voldemort, but every reader knows which side you have chosen. And I would shout a little more loudly the wonderful virtues that are modeled in the books, which is why Charles Colson and Fuller Seminary president Richard Mouw have reviewed the books positively.

Still none of the critics sounds like a simplistic book-burner to me. We may disagree on details, but we share the same concern in taking seriously our charge to raise morally and religiously informed children. Overall I think the Christian community can feel proud of how it has mobilized itself regarding Harry.

To be sure, the ending is scary, which often happens when one tries to portray true evil, and so several reviewers suggest the books be limited to children ten and older, which sounds right to me. Yet as the book closes, Harry’s future looks promising and intriguing: Harry has grown up and become a true player in the moral battle of his time, in a world where many witches and wizards do not want to admit there is a war.

For the Christian readers, this and other themes in this non-Christian book will seem appropriate for the world they find themselves engaged with.5



From “Harry Potter’s Magic” by Alan Jacobs (Wheaton College)


In the twenty-some-odd years that I have been pretty closely following trends in American publishing, no development in the industry has been nearly so inexplicable to me, nor has any development made me so happy. For I adore the Harry Potter books.

J. K. Rowling … simply has that mysterious gift, so prized among storytellers and lovers of stories but so resistant to critical explication, of world-making. It is a gift that many Christian readers tend to associate with that familiar but rather amorphous group of English Christian writers, the Inklings.

Joanne Rowling has expressed her love for the Narnia books—one of the reasons there will be, God willing, seven Harry Potter books is that there are seven volumes of Narnia stories—but as a literary artist she bears far greater resemblance to Tolkien. One of the great pleasures for the reader of her books is the wealth of details, from large to small that mark the Magic world as different from ours.

I have made my enthusiasm for these books quite evident to many friends, but some of them are dubious—indeed, deeply suspicious. These are Christian people, and they feel that books which make magic so funny and charming don’t exactly support the Christian view of things. Such novels could at best encourage children to take a smilingly tolerant New Age view of witchcraft, at worst encourage the practice of witchcraft itself. Moreover, some of them note, Harry Potter is not exactly a model student: he has, as the Headmaster of Hogwarts puts it, “a certain disregard for rules,” and spends a good deal of time fervently hoping not to get caught in mid-disregard.

This second matter, I think, poses no real problem. It is true that Harry is often at odds with some of his teachers, but these particular teachers are not exactly admirable figures: they themselves are often at odds with the wise, benevolent, and powerful Headmaster, Albus Dumbledore, whom they sometimes attempt to undermine or outflank. But to Dumbledore, significantly, Harry is unswervingly faithful and obedient; indeed, the climax of the second novel, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, turns on Harry’s fidelity to Dumbledore.

In short, Rowling’s moral compass throughout the three novels is sound—indeed, I would say, acute. But the matter of witchcraft remains, and it is not a matter to be trifled with. People today, and this includes many Christians, tend to hold two views about witches: first: that real witches don’t exist, and second, that they aren’t as bad as the evil masterminds of the Salem witch trials made them out to be. These are obviously incompatible beliefs. As C. S. Lewis has pointed out, there is no virtue in being tolerant of witches if you think that witchcraft is impossible, that is, that witches don’t really exist. But if there are such things as witches, and they do indeed invoke supernatural or unnatural forces to bring harm to good people, then it would be neither wise nor good to tolerate them. So the issue is an important one, and worthy of serious reflection.

The place to begin is to invoke one of the great achievements of twentieth-century historical scholarship: the eight volumes Lynn Thorndike published between 1929 and 1941 under the collective title A History of Magic and Experimental Science. And it is primarily the title that I wish to reflect upon here. In the thinking of most modern people, there should be two histories here: after all, are not magic and experimental science opposites?

Is not magic governed by superstition, ignorance, and wishful thinking, while experimental science is rigorous, self-critical, and methodological? While it may be true that the two paths have diverged to the point that they no longer have any point of contact, for much of their existence—and this is Lynn Thorndike’s chief point—they constituted a single path with a single history. For both magic and experimental science are means of controlling and directing our natural environment (and people insofar as they are part of that environment). C. S. Lewis has made the same assertion.

This history provides a key to understanding the role of magic in Joanne Rowling’s books, for she begins by positing a counterfactual history, a history in which magic was not a false and incompetent discipline, but rather a means of controlling the physical world at least as potent as experimental science. In Harry Potter’s world, scientists think of magic in precisely the same way they do in our world, but they are wrong. The counterfactual “secondary world” that Rowling creates is one in which magic simply works, and works as reliably, in the hands of a trained wizard, as the technology that makes airplanes fly and refrigerators chill the air—those products of applied science being, by the way, sufficiently inscrutable to the people who use them that they might as well be the products of wizardry. As Arthur C. Clarke once wrote, “Any smoothly functioning technology gives the appearance of magic.”

The clarity with which Rowling sees the need to choose between good and evil is admirable, but still more admirable to my mind, is her refusal to allow a simple division of parties into the Good and the Evil. Harry Potter is unquestionably a good boy, but, as I have suggested, a key component of his virtue arises from his recognition that he is not inevitably good.

Christians are perhaps right to be wary of an overly positive portrayal of magic, but the Harry Potter books don’t do that: in them magic is often fun, often surprising and exciting, but also always potentially dangerous.6



From “Harry Potter: Occult Cosmology and the Corrupted Imagination” by Alison Lentini (Spiritual Counterfeits Project)


Much of the unusual power that Harry Potter exercises over children derives from a bizarre counterpoint between the most macabre and fearsome aspects of the magical realm (which Rowling describes in graphic and often horrifying detail) and the cheerful, utterly routine manner in which they are incorporated into the daily experience of young characters with whom the readers can easily identify. Just as experimental modern fictions played havoc with the reader’s “perceptual frame” through disorienting manipulations of traditional story-telling conventions, so too Rowling has accomplished a Tantric-style blurring of moral and spiritual boundaries through the dovetailing of horror and humor, the seamless interweaving of the aberrant and the mundane, and sheer sensory overload. By the time a child has traversed the first 100 pages of a Harry Potter book, he or she has been offered an initiation parallel to Harry’s wrought, by subtle desensitization to traditional moral distinctions, a clever bit of historical revisionism regarding witchcraft and magic, psychologically compelling story, and the power of imagination.

In the rush to embrace Harry as a hero capable of inducing a mass surrender of television remote controls and a return by children to the written word, one of the first casualties was the abandonment of a biblically informed caution about all things magical.

Magic in all ages has always represented a deep, unholy distortion of the divinely ordained relationships between creature, Creation, and Creator. Thus, we see the Holy One of Israel’s “zero-tolerance” policy regarding magical practices, explicitly addressed in the giving of the law (Lev. 19:31; 20:27), in God’s instructions to the children of Israel as they took possession of a land surrounded by pagan nations (Deut. 18:9-12), and in the testimonies of the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. Harry Potter and other stories that glorify spiritual technologies as old as sin, or find heroism in the subversive attempt to reengineer reality in the image of humanity’s fallen desires, are especially dangerous to children, who feel famously disempowered in an adult-led world. Rowling’s own allusion to this level of her story is illuminating: “The idea that we could have a child who escapes from the confines of the adult world and goes somewhere where he has power, both literally and metaphorically, really appealed to me.” For those who seek conformity with the teachings of the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, “safe magic” is wishful thinking, intellectual dishonesty, and an invitation to the spiritual deviations that the Hebrew prophets bluntly referred to as “harlotry,” and the New Testament apostles forbade. As such, the “safe magic” of Harry Potter offers a message that is as morally confusing to a generation of children as the current ideology of “safe sex.” 7



From “Why We Like Harry Potter,” a Christianity Today Editorial


It’s Christmas present shopping time. Time for your 10-year-old to make his list—and for you to check it twice. But are the Harry Potter books at the top of his list—the first books topping his list for as long as you can remember—naughty or nice? These multimillion-selling stars of bestseller lists cause some anxiety for Christians since the main characters are wizards and witches.

In fact, you may have read newspaper accounts and heard radio reports of how Christians are fighting school boards over having the books in libraries. As a concerned parent, what should you do?

We think you should read the Harry Potter books to your kids.

First, we should all be suspicious of the media’s hype of Christian parents objecting to the books. Reporters love the dialectic of first presenting the Christian stick-in-the-mud who objects to or is outraged by something, followed by the “reasonable” person who demonstrates how to be both moral and fun-loving. What remains unreported is that many Christians—such as Charles Colson and Wheaton College literature professor Alan Jacobs—enjoy and defend the Potter series.

Second, Christians should never apologize for rigorously scrutinizing what influences our children. A major scandal of our day is how seldom this happens. Modern witchcraft is indeed an ensnaring, seductive false religion that we must protect our children from.… But the literary witchcraft of the Harry Potter series has almost no resemblance to the I-am-God mumbo jumbo of Wiccan circles. Author J. K. Rowling has created a world with real good and evil, and Harry is definitely on the side of light fighting the “dark powers.”

Third, and this is why we recommend the books, Rowling’s series is a Book of Virtues with a preadolescent funny bone. Amid the laugh-out-loud scenes are wonderful examples of compassion, loyalty, courage, friendship, and even self-sacrifice. No wonder young readers want to be like these believable characters. That is a Christmas present we can be grateful for.8



Selected Letters from Christianity Today’s “Letters to the Editor”


It amazes me every time I read an article that blatantly ignores God’s Word on the subject and would rather make decisions based on the so-called gray areas of influence around us. The books by J. K. Rowling I find to be offensive as they influence our children. In the article ‘Parents Push for Wizard-free Reading’ I was completely offended by the so claimed cult-watcher placing J. R. R. Tolkien and others as merely using fantasy to attract children. He obviously has not done his homework on Tolkien.

I have read many of Tolkien’s books and it is not mere fantasy to attract, but it also leads people especially children into feeling that such activities as witchcraft are not only “okay” but can be of benefit. I know from personal experience that it is not okay to continue to allow our children to be influenced by the evil one and say that it’s okay as long as they don’t overdo it. Moderation is the devil’s latest disguise for evil. Wake up! We need to teach the character of God on God’s terms and stop allowing the world to cover up evil with the disguise of moderation and fantasy.

I also noticed that in the article supporting the books there is no reference to the Bible or scripture, but simply because some see Harry as the good side of the battle against good and evil in the stories, the books are good.9

Phill Allen
Out of this World Ministries

An irony peculiar to the juvenile book field is that few adults—Christian or not, parents or not—will condescend to read children’s books, while many of the same feel qualified to pass judgment on them.

Rowling’s story, which she has described as one novel in seven parts rather than a book with six sequels, is an epic novel of good versus evil, where the heroes require help beyond natural strength, and where good wins out. Are Hogwarts’s witches more sinister than Oz’s? Than Mary Poppins?

It would be refreshing if Christians would look up from the pulp fiction and animated videos long enough to educate themselves in the field of literature, so they might think through and discuss its complexities and themes as ably as the world does.10

Marcia Hoehne
Kaukauna, Wisconsin



“Top Ten Things I Learned from the Harry Potter Books,” from an Essay Contest Entry by Taylor Neal, Age 11


	Witchcraft: Don’t try this at home!

	It’s your choices that make you who you are. You may come from a bad family or a good family; but it’s choices you make that make you who YOU are. I come from a good family, but I still have to make good choices to keep it going.

	Don’t think someone is bad until you hear the whole story. You could be wrong.

	Don’t let enemies provoke you.

	Don’t judge people by their race.

	Gossip hurts people, badly. I decided never to spread or believe gossip.

	Lots of entertainment, little bit of money! I used to entertain myself by playing video games or watching TV. Now, I learned the joy of reading. I’m also reading Chronicles of Narnia.

	Don’t take vengeance. You may feel like it, but don’t. Harry could have lost his godfather if he had given in to his feelings of vengeance against someone he thought betrayed his parents to Voldemort.

	Be on guard against evil. I saw different ways evil can hide itself to look good. So, I learned to beware.

	Choose your friends carefully. They influence which way your life goes. Pick good friends and keep them.



There was another excellent letter I would have liked to have quoted in full, but I was unable to do so because we couldn’t reach the twelve-year-old boy who wrote it. It was a response to the article “Why We Like Harry Potter” posted on the Christianity Today Web site in December 1999. I encourage you to find his letter online. Here I can only paraphrase it. This articulate young man asserted in the strongest terms that he saw the Harry Potter books as “100% … totally … irrefutably about witchcraft … and witchcraft is a religion.” Given this interpretation, he then logically concluded that the books were bad and “of the Devil.” He even expressed feeling scared at the thought that a Christian site would recommend that people read witchcraft. He said he could not see Jesus recommending the Harry Potter series as good reading; therefore, he could not see how those who represent Christ could do so. From his point of view, the reasonable explanation for Christians recommending the books was that they had given in to the spirit of the Antichrist. He saw this as a compromise with the spirit of the world and called on them to draw the line (as he had) and not cross it.11

Are you a tad confused? The least bit uncomfortable? Did you wonder along the way if all these people are talking about the same books? Did you wonder if all these people are Christians? Indeed, they are all brothers and sisters in Christ. Although I look forward to spending eternity with them worshiping the Lord Jesus, I can’t say I would enjoy being seated at a luncheon table with this group if the topic of Harry Potter came up. For as Scripture says, “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). And while we still live in a world where we all can know only in part, I’m glad this argument has been constructed only on paper, not in person.

After going back and forth reading conflicting arguments, are you now clear on the Christian position on Harry Potter? I doubt it. Perhaps you’re wondering how sincere Christians can make compelling arguments on opposing sides of the same issue. The duality of viewpoints and differing conclusions among Christians is at the heart of why quarreling will never settle the argument. This is not just an academic debate; it confronts us where we live and work, and it matters because it will influence people we love in important ways.
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