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 Gnosticism and the Struggle for the World's Soul
http://www.ncregister.com/site/article/gnosticism_and_the_struggle_for_the_worlds_soul/
http://www.ncregister.com/site/article/into_the_gnostic_wonderland/   
By Fr Alfonso Aguilar LC, National Catholic Register, March 30-April 5, April 6-12, 2003
NOTE: THIS ARTICLE FOLLOWS THE RELEASE OF THE FEBRUARY 2003 VATICAN DOCUMENT ON THE NEW AGE BY A COUPLE OF MONTHS- MICHAEL
At the beginning of the third millennium three worldviews compete to conquer the minds and hearts of peoples and cultures, the world's soul: materialistic relativism, Gnosticism and Christianity. The New Evangelization demands a clear-cut separation between Gnosticism and Christianity if we want to bring every thirsty person to the Water of Life*.

                                                                                                 *A reference to the title of the New Age Document
What do Harry Potter, the Star Wars series, The Matrix, Masonry [Freemasonry], New Age and the Raelian cult -- which claims to have cloned the first baby -- have in common? 
Their ideological soil. Identical esoteric ideas suffuse the novels, the movies, the lodges, the "alternative spirituality" and the cloning "atheistic religion," and this ideological soil has a name — Gnosticism.
"Gnosticism" is an eerie word whose meaning eludes our minds. I often meet Catholics who have heard the term but have only a foggy idea of what it means. Perhaps Gnosticism itself is foggy. Yet, whether we understand it or not, Gnosticism may be, at the beginning of the third millennium, the most dangerous enemy to our Christian faith. Notice, I'm not saying Star Wars or Harry Potter is the danger. They provide us with good lessons and fine entertainment. They are just two signs of the power of the real enemy: Gnosticism. Why? What is Gnosticism? 

In one dense but masterful summary, we find the essential aspects of Gnosticism. In his book Crossing the Threshold of Hope, Pope John Paul II writes:
"A separate issue is the return of ancient Gnostic ideas under the guise of the so-called New Age. We cannot delude ourselves that this will lead toward a renewal of religion. It is only a new way of practicing Gnosticism — that attitude of the spirit that, in the name of a profound knowledge of God, results in distorting his word and replacing it with purely human words. Gnosticism never completely abandoned the realm of Christianity. Instead, it has always existed side by side with Christianity, sometimes taking the shape of philosophical movement, but more often assuming the characteristics of a religion or para-religion in distinct, if not declared, conflict with all that is essentially Christian."
Let's examine what the Holy Father is saying about Gnosticism. 


'Secret Knowledge'?
First, its nature. Strictly speaking, Gnosticism was an esoteric religious movement of the first centuries A.D., a movement that rivaled Christianity. In a broader sense, it is an esoteric knowledge of higher religious and philosophic truths to be acquired by an elite group. John Paul alludes to the first meaning with the phrase "ancient Gnostic ideas" and to the second as an "attitude of the spirit" that "has always existed side by side with Christianity."
A Gnostic is one who has gnosis (a Greek word for "knowledge") — a visionary or mystical "secret knowledge" capable of joining the human being to the divine mystery. Gnostics, the Pope remarked, distort God's word "in the name of a profound knowledge of God." What is this "knowledge" they claim to have?
The Gnostic worldview is dualistic. Reality consists of two irreducible elements: one good, the spiritual world (the realm of light); and the other evil, matter (the realm of darkness). Two supreme powers or gods oppose each other — the unknowable and ineffable god, from whom a series of lesser divinities emanated, and the evil god, or demiurge, who produced the universe from foul matter and possesses it with his evil demons.
Man is composed of body, soul and spirit. The spirit is man's true self, a "divine spark," a portion of the godhead. In a tragic fall, man's true self, or spirit, was thrown into this dark world and imprisoned in each individual's body and soul. The demiurge and the demons keep man's spirit as a slave of the material world, ignorant of his "divine" condition. Hence the need for a spiritual savior, a messiah or "Christ," to offer redeeming gnosis. This savior is a guide, a master who teaches a few "spiritual" people — the Gnostics — about their true spiritual selves and helps them to wake up from the dream world they live in. The Gnostics would be released from the material world, the non-Gnostics doomed to reincarnation.

What is an example of how these beliefs are embodied in popular stories? Consider the Star Wars movies. There is much good in them. The stories are admirable in many ways. But they are chock-full of Gnosticism.
Star Wars is the clash between the two supreme powers of the universe — "the force" and the "dark side of the force," which is exploited by the "emperor" (the demiurge) and his demons (Darth Vader, the siths). The Gnostic heroes are the Jedi, who possess the "secret knowledge" of their own spiritual powers; unlike the non-Gnostic, they are able to use "the force" well. Each Jedi has a master, who trains him to acquire this redeeming gnosis. Ben Kenobi, for instance, was for a time the master of Anakin and Luke Skywalker. The greatest spiritual guide in the saga is Yoda, a respected senior member of the Jedi council and a general in the clone wars.
As Christ's followers, we must sort out the good seed from the weeds (cf. Matthew 13:24-30). I propose a distinction between the Gnostic values and its philosophy.
Gnostics promote, without a doubt, positive values. They draw a clear-cut separation between good and evil, stress man's spiritual dimension, instill high and noble ideals, foster courage and concern for others, respect nature, reject materialism and often reject hedonism, too. Such values shine like pearls in an age of moral relativism that thirsts for gain, the ephemeral, the hedonistic. Aren't these some of the virtues and ideas we love in Star Wars and Harry Potter? The other side of the coin, however, is not so positive. The good values are rooted in a Gnostic philosophical understanding of man, God and the world that is, as the Pope put it, "in distinct, if not declared, conflict with all that is essentially Christian." Why? Note the opposite views. The Christian Creator is love — a Trinity of persons who wants to establish with us a personal relationship of love — quite different from that unknowable God, usually conceived, like the Star Wars "force," as an impersonal energy to be manipulated.
The God of Revelation made everything good — the angels, the world, our body and soul. Evil is not a force of the same rank as God; rather, it springs from angels' and men's personal free choice. Salvation is offered by God in Christ, man's only redeemer. Salvation is a grace — a free gift from God that Man can neither deserve nor earn. It is not gnosis, "secret knowledge" we can acquire by ourselves with the help of mere human guides or Christ-like figures. In short, the Christian religion is a "dialogue" of love between God and man, not a self-centered "monologue" in which man divinizes himself. That's why John Paul says Gnosticism cannot lead "toward a renewal of religion." It distorts God's word, "replacing it with purely human words."

Then and Now
Finally, the Pope alludes to the historic span and manifestations of this ideology. "Gnosticism," he says, "never completely abandoned the realm of Christianity … sometimes taking the shape of philosophical movement but more often assuming the characteristics of a religion or para-religion." Let's look at a few representative Gnostic movements in history.
With the rise of Christianity, ancient esoteric ideas developed into Gnostic syncretism. Thus, in the first centuries A.D., the Apostles and the Church Fathers had to combat several "Christian" Gnostic religious systems, such as those of Cerinthus, Manander, Saturninus, Valentinus, Basilides, Ptolemaeus and the ones contained in the apocryphal gospels: of truth and perfection, and of Judas (Iscariot), Philip and Thomas.
The third-century dualist Manichaean church or religion spread from Persia throughout the Middle East, China, southern Europe and northern Africa, where the young Augustine temporarily became a convert.
Teachings similar to Manichaeism resurfaced during the Middle Ages in Europe in groups such as the Paulicians (Armenia, seventh century), the Bogomilists (Bulgaria, 10th century), the Cathars or Albigensians (southern France, 12th century), the Jewish Cabala and the metaphysical speculation surrounding alchemy.
Modern times witnessed the resurgence of Gnosticism in philosophical thought — the Enlightenment, Hegel's idealism, some existentialist currents, Nazism, Jungian psychology, the theosophical society and Freemasonry.
More recently, Gnosticism has become popular through successful films and novels, such as Harry Potter, Star Wars and The Matrix. It has also gained followers among the ranks of ordinary people through pseudo-religious "movements," such as the New Age and the Raelian cult.
These contemporary Gnostic expressions should certainly inspire us in the good values they promote. At the same time, we should be cautious — examine their philosophical background and reject what is incompatible with our Christian faith.
At the beginning of the third millennium we seem to face the same old clash between Christianity and Gnosticism. Both fight to conquer the "soul" of this world — the minds and hearts of peoples and cultures. For this reason, defeating Gnosticism has become an essential task of the New Evangelization. "Against the spirit of the world," the Holy Father says in Crossing the Threshold of Hope, "the Church takes up anew each day a struggle that is none other than the struggle for the world's soul."

Into the Gnostic Wonderland 
Morpheus, a man with circular mirrored glasses, approaches Neo Anderson, a young man who feels something is wrong with the world. "You are a slave, Neo," the man says. "You, like everyone else, were born into bondage — kept inside a prison that you cannot smell, taste or touch. A prison for your mind." Morpheus holds two pills in his hands — one blue, one red. "This is your last chance; after this, there is no going back," he says. "You take the blue pill and the story ends. You wake in your bed and you believe whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill and you stay in Wonderland and I show you how deep the rabbit-hole goes." Neo takes the red pill. 
Sounds familiar? It is a memorable scene of the hit movie The Matrix.
Morpheus' offer visualizes what our culture often offers. The blue pill stands for materialistic relativism — believing there is no truth nor right and wrong, or, as Morpheus put it, "You believe whatever you want to believe." 
Consequently, "You wake in bed" — you enjoy yourself in comfort, money, hedonistic pleasures, social success. We often see the blue pill available over the counter in books, colleges, courts, institutions, the media.
The red pill stands for Gnosticism — believing reality is ultimately divine and can be manipulated by whoever has "secret knowledge." This is "Wonderland," and it, too, can now be bought over the counter like the blue pill.
Thank God there is a third option Morpheus didn't take into account — something neither blue nor red but transparent: Call it water. Water stands for our Christian faith. Christ, the water of life* (see John 7:37-39), came to bring us the "living water" of "eternal life" (see John 4:7-13) through the water of baptism.
The blue and red pills counter the effects of water in different ways. Materialistic relativism tries to destroy all objective truths and values. Gnosticism, instead, proposes alternative truths and values. Moreover, it interprets Christianity as esoteric knowledge, not to destroy it but to distort it. *A second reference to the title of the New Age Document

Neo, Vader and Voldemort
First, where is Gnosticism in today's culture? You might bump into it in successful films and novels, such as Harry Potter, Star Wars and The Matrix, or face it in "religious" and "philosophical" movements, such as the New Age, the Raelian cult and Freemasonry.
Note the difference between the three media products and the three movements: The movies and the books do not instill a credo you must believe in if you want to watch, read and enjoy them. In fact, they are commendable in many ways — they provide us with elevated entertainment, valuable lessons and admirable heroes.
The movements, instead, are credos one must embrace in order to be an authentic New Ager, Raelian or Mason. As Catholics, we might be inspired by the noble ideals of these movements but not by their philosophy. Their philosophy is "Wonderland." And "Wonderland" is not "Christianland."

What is the Gnostic "Wonderland"? 
The story of The Matrix shows it. 
Morpheus reveals to Neo that human beings are trapped in a false "reality." Why? Some time ago men created the Matrix, an artificially intelligent entity. Needing man's energy to survive, the Matrix became a computer-generated dreamworld — the world we think we live in — to enslave men in a huge lab and suck their energy with the help of "agents."
However, a man succeeded in freeing the first human beings and teaching them the truth before he died.
The Oracle (a prophet) predicted this man will return to liberate all people and bring them to Zion, the last human city. Thus, a few freed men and women free others, looking for this man. Morpheus believes Neo to be the One and tries to free his mind so Neo can operate as the savior he is.
Here is the story's translation into the Gnostic worldview:
Two supreme powers or gods fight one another for supremacy. One is the pleroma ("fullness" in Greek) — the good unknowable godhead, from whom many spiritual entities called aeons emanated. The other is an evil, deformed god, called the demiurge ("craftsman") that fashioned the flawed universe, along with archons, or demons.
Reality is dualistic. Everything is spiritual, particularly — but not solely — man's spirit. This is man's own true self, and it is good, for it is a portion of the pleroma's divine essence. Everything material, like man's body, is foul and evil, because it was produced by the demiurge and his demons to keep man's spirit a slave in the material prison of creation. Thus, every human being, knowingly or unknowingly, serves this false god and lives ignorant of his divine condition. His fate is reincarnation. How does one free oneself from matter and join the divine pleroma? Through secret, esoteric knowledge called gnosis — the visionary or mystical awareness of one's own divinity. One becomes a Gnostic by following spiritual guides or masters, historical figures of the "Christ," such as Jesus of Nazareth, Buddha, Moses, Mohammed and Rael.
Review the story of The Matrix and our introductory scene and you will understand the philosophy. 
Zion and mankind stand for the pleroma. The Matrix and its "agents" are the demiurge and his archons, who created the illusory world to enslave man and hinder him from realizing their spiritual powers. Morpheus and his crew are the Gnostic. Morpheus is also Neo's guide. Neo will become the ultimate "Christ," the One who will offer redeeming gnosis to the rest of the mortals.
Consider the Star Wars series. "The force" is the good godhead opposed by "the dark side of the force," which the emperor (the demiurge) and his siths (the archons) employ to enslave all peoples. Only the Jedis (the Gnostic) are capable of transcending the physical laws of nature and join "the force" to use it for the salvation of all. Each Jedi acquires gnosis with the help of a master. Yoda, for instance, trained Ben Kenobi, and Ben Kenobi trained Anakin and Luke Skywalker. In the last scene of The Return of the Jedi, you see Yoda, Ben Kenobi and Anakin "saved" — "energized" with "the force."

Harry Potter follows a similar pattern. It portrays the clash between the "white" magic (the pleroma) practiced by the witches and wizards (the Gnostic) and the dark arts exploited by the Dark Lord Voldemort (the demiurge) and his followers in the Slytherin House (the demons). Every professor at Hogwarts is, of course, a master, with Albus Dumbledore as the school headmaster. The non-Gnostic are called the Muggles, ignorant human beings who, like the Dursley family, are subject to the laws of the material world. We expect Harry Potter to finally become the "Christ," the savior. Note the boy never becomes a wizard and never acquires magic powers. He only becomes aware, through training, that he is a wizard and has these powers from birth. That's gnosis.
Most people who enjoy these three popular sagas might be inspired by their positive values but do not take their Gnostic wonderland seriously. But to leave fiction and enter the New Age movement, the Raelian religion or Freemasonry requires a "conversion" of the initiated. To join, you must swallow the red pill.
The pleroma is the Mason's inaccessible great architect and his divinities, the New Agers' impersonal "energy" or the Raelians' community of wise extraterrestrial scientists called Elohim who created all life on earth 25,000 years ago. The three groups identify the demiurge with all "dogmatic" churches and religions but especially with the Catholic Church — with her archons (the Church leaders and particularly the Pope) she traps men in the false "reality" of Christian Revelation, hindering them from the self-consciousness of their own divinity. 
The Gnostic are the Masons, the New Agers, the Raelians. Many historical figures have incarnated the "Christ," known as Maitreya in Masonic & New Age circles and as Rael ("the messenger") among Raelians.

Water or the Red Pill?
On the surface Gnostic wonderlands might look Christian — they promote religiosity, spiritual values, concern for others, respect for nature, the sense of mission, rejection of materialistic relativism. How can we discern if a movie, a novel, a movement or an organization is rooted in a Gnostic or in a Christian worldview?
We need to examine its underlying concept of God, man and the world. First, God: Is God the only supreme good power or is there another evil force of the same rank? Is God somebody with whom we have a personal relationship of love or something like a force to be used? Is Jesus of Nazareth the only savior or are there many "Christs"?
Second, check the notion of man: Is he a loved creature or a portion of divinity to be freed? Is man a unity of body and soul or just a spirit imprisoned in a body? Does man's salvation come from a gratuitous gift of God (grace) or from "secret knowledge" acquired by training (gnosis)?
Third, think of the world: Is creation good and real or evil and illusory — a sort of prison?
The answers unveil the pervading philosophy. A fictional story, of course, does not need to present the Christian truths. The question is whether or not there is room for a Christian worldview in the story. 

Mark this substantial difference: A red pill is a man-made drug that may fail to cure; water, instead, is a God-made basic element for life. Gnosticism is a man-made self-centered philosophy — a "monologue" in which man divinizes himself and fails in the attempt. The Christian revelation is a God-made gift — "dialogue" of love that God establishes with man for eternal life. The Christian revelation is Christ. To definitively discern what is Christian from what is not use what I call "St. John's criterion": "By this you know the spirit of God: Every spirit which confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God. This is the spirit of antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now it is in the world" (2 John 4:2-3).
At the beginning of the third millennium three worldviews compete to conquer the minds and hearts of peoples and cultures, the world's soul: materialistic relativism, Gnosticism and Christianity. The blue pill is easy to recognize. But the red pill is often dissolved in apparent water. The New Evangelization demands a clear-cut separation between Gnosticism and Christianity if we want to bring every thirsty person to the Water of Life.
-Robi, Register Correspondent, March 30, 2003
Legionary Father Alfonso Aguilar teaches philosophy in Thornwood, New York, email: aaguilar@legionaries.org.
DANGEROUS GNOSTICISM ON THE RISE
http://www.lifesitenews.com/news/dangerous-gnosticism-on-the-rise April 14, 2003
Harry Potter, The Star Wars Series, The Matrix Are Signs of Renewal of Gnosticism

North Haven CT., April 14, 2003 (LifeSiteNews.com) The National Catholic Register on line has just published two articles* by Father Alfonso Aguilar on the dangerous growing phenomenon of the ancient heresy of Gnosticism. Fr. Aguilar writes that "Gnosticism may be, at the beginning of the third millennium, the most dangerous enemy to our Christian faith".
The author says that Gnosticism is the ideological soil that "Harry Potter, the Star Wars series, The Matrix, Masonry, New Age and the Raelian cult, which claims to have cloned the first baby", all have in common. The entertaining movies are not harmful in themselves emphasizes Aguilar, but they are "signs" of the "atheistic religion" and "alternative spirituality" of Gnosticism. *The second part commences on page 3 (top) with the subtitle "Into the Gnostic Wonderland"
Pope John Paul has written that Gnosticism has returned "under the guise of the so-called New Age". Gnosticism emphasizes acquiring "secret knowledge". Part of that secret knowledge, supposedly given only to a few "spiritual" people, is that only spirit is good and "Everything material, like man's body, is foul and evil". This contradicts Christian teaching that the all creation was made good and that both body and soul will rise for eternity. 
For those who treasure life and family, Gnosticism must be seen as a serious danger. If the material world and the human body are seen as evil and knowledge of truth is given only to an elite few, then the sacredness of human life and of family life must naturally be endangered by gnostics who hold political and other power. 



Gnosticism, Harry Potter and the Faith

http://www.ncregister.com/site/article/gnosticism_harry_potter_and_the_faith/ 
National Catholic Register, May 2003
Father Alfonso Aguilar's essays "Gnosticism and the Struggle for the World's Soul" and "Into the Gnostic Wonderland" (March 30-April 5 and April 6-12) were excellent and entirely correct. I believe he has truly understood and emphasized the Holy Father's increasing concern with this phenomenon.

I can personally attest to the accuracy of his analysis of The Matrix. Following the release of the DVD version of the film, in an online forum with the creators of The Matrix (Larry and Andy Wachowski), I put this very question to them, and received the following answer:

Me: "Have you ever been told that The Matrix has Gnostic overtones?"
Wachowski Bros: "Do you consider that to be a good thing? I would." 
(Source: http://whatisthematrix.warnerbros.com/cmp/lar ryandychat.html)

Father Aguilar makes the strong case that neo-Gnosticism (pun intended) is one of the dominant ideologies in popular culture today. From The Matrix to the Harry Potter series to Memento, there is a renewed effort to sensitize the masses to this un-Christian philosophy. 

May God continue to be with Father Aguilar in his exercise of Christ's prophetic office!

ALBERT GUN via e-mail 
Father Aguilar's writing on "Gnosticism and the Struggle for the World's Soul" was very well done — and very much needed in today's world.

As one who was a part-time teacher in general psychology, child and adolescent psychology, marriage and the family, sociology, etc., I discovered how grateful the students were to learn the truth. 

If one were to make a syllogism to prove "There is no such thing as truth," it becomes obvious that, if one believed the statement to be true, it would be ridiculous — or what is called an "internal contradiction." If it is not true, and contradicts itself, then what Father has written is supported — and the world needs to turn to the Person who said "I am the Way, the Truth, and the Light" and "He who believes in Me shall never die."
Those who think they can make up their own truths and deny the laws of nature and nature's God will pay the consequences. I would recommend C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia stories for children looking for interesting reading material. As a young child, I was taught that it is important to learn how to swim upstream even [when] it is difficult and against the current. As my father told me, it is garbage that floats down the stream.

In today's world, I believe parents need to teach their children the eternal truths that will lead to productivity and happiness on the spiritual as well as material level. They should read the books that their children do and provide a critique that will point out the silliness or flaws.

The Register provides much food for thought in its many recent articles on the rosary, the Stations of the Cross, etc. Keep up the good work, and thank you, Father Aguilar, for giving parents a good analysis of the Harry Potter stories, etc., when they see their youngsters get drawn into the latest trends.

Just as students are grateful for good teaching, children will be grateful for good parents even if they have high standards — and this was shown at many family get-togethers on Mother's Day. 

BARBARA BRAUN via e-mail
Father Aguilar's articles on Gnosticism were a wakeup call for me: I had swallowed the red pill dissolved in water. 

A few years back, I developed some interest in New Age ideas. I was drawn to the emphasis on doing good and "self-improvement through self-discovery." It sounded like Catholic spirituality. However, for some reason it just didn’t feel quite right for me and I soon lost interest in it. But all along I still thought that the New Age movement was a positive one since it promotes the well-being of self and society. 

It was not until I read Father Aguilar's articles that I realized how misled I was. Thank you so much for shedding a light on this for me.

AGNES CHAN Vancouver, British Columbia 
I am a non-Catholic reader who very recently re-discovered the Register after a lapse of about 20 years. I am very grateful for Father Alfonso Aguilar's two-part series on Gnosticism and its strong influence in modern society.

I have long been concerned about the popularity of some insidious ideas embedded in popular culture, viewed by many as "spiritual" or "religious" and, therefore, generically classed as a good thing.

Such attitudes are evident in talking with professionals whose otherwise outstanding educations have left them in philosophical, ethical and moral kindergarten — resulting in many of today's teachers and opinion leaders who lack the insight to recognize the false values present in the "warm fuzzies" of the New Age pseudo-philosophers. 
Then there's the ignorance of much of the secular press at all levels. I have worked in small-town newspapers for 26 years. The secular media uncritically treats all "spiritual" ideas as equal, so even persons who are considered well-educated often look at all things "religious" as having equal value. The question is not one of treating all viewpoints and traditions fairly, and allowing them equal access to the media, but the depiction of things religious as a personal spiritual buffet, where one can graze and sample without discernment, because, hey, it's all really the same thing, isn’t it?

Such relativism has found a home in sincere Christians, both Catholic and Protestant, who lack understanding of the core of authentic Christianity. They’re often left wide open to the appealing and very logical sound of much of the New Age movement.

My wife and I have two young children who both caught the reading bug early. My 8-year-old son is basically an independent adult reader, and his sister is not far behind. Yes, they love Harry Potter. They also have been introduced to The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. They can and should enjoy these terrific stories. But literature can also be a place where parents and family challenge them with questions and engage them in thinking about choices they will face.

I know that, as a child, growing up in a pastor's household, I would come upon dozens of strange and fascinating volumes lurking in my father's study, from Lives of the Desert Fathers and the Confessions of St. Augustine to Rufus Jones Speaks To Our Times. I believe we must bequeath to our children the exciting discovery of the whole world of great minds and ideas, because I believe that is the best way to prepare them to think critically in religion, in politics, in personal and societal values.

A few years back, when Crossing the Threshold of Hope by Pope John Paul II was published, my wife and I purchased our copy in the mass-market paperback section of the local Kroger supermarket, alongside the mystery novels and magazines. I thought that was a small but potent symbol that there is still hope for our culture. I strongly suggest that the best response caring Christians can make to the concerns addressed in Father Aguilar's articles is to raise children who have been exposed to the best minds of the 20 centuries of the Christian world.

HARRY M. FOX New Albany, Indiana
-Robi, Register Correspondent, May 18, 2003
Gnostic Gnashing

http://www.stanwilliams.com/Articles/HarryGnosticDebate.html 

A Letter to Editor of the NCR by Robert Trexler on the Christianity of Harry Potter 

Published in the NCR, May 11-17, 2003, p. 8

Thank you for the insightful, two-part commentary on "Gnosticism and the Struggle for the World's Soul" by Legionary of Christ Father Alfonso Aguilar (March 30-April 5 and April 6-12). In the case of the Harry Potter books, however, I believe that J.K. Rowling passes the all three of Father's test questions to discern whether her books are "rooted in a Gnostic or in a Christian worldview."
First, Fr. Aguilar says we must ask the question: "Is God the only supreme good power or is there another evil force of the same rank?" To answer this, he suggests that Lord Voldemort is a sort of "demiurge" with god-like attributes. Some heretical philosophies of the early Church taught the "demiurge" was a "bad" God who created the physical world (presumed to be evil). Their "good" God dwelt only in the realm of the spiritual. But Voldemort has no such god-like rank or power to create. He is merely an evil wizard, representative of Satan.

Second, regarding the view of man, one of the questions is: Does man's salvation come from a gratuitous gift of God (grace) or from "secret knowledge" acquired by training (gnosis)? A typical example of God's grace may be found in the second Harry Potter book, The Chamber of Secrets. In order to overcome evil (the monstrous Basilisk), Professor Dumbledore's phoenix (a Christ figure) comes to Harry's rescue. Without the phoenix, Harry was powerless. Harry called for help, and God answered. When Harry is mortally wounded, it is the tears of the phoenix (Christ) that restore his life. There was nothing esoteric about it. Each of the four existing books contain similar traditional Christ figures and similar examples of God's grace.

Third, on whether the books reflect a dualistic view of creation, the question posed was: "Is creation good and real or evil and illusory?" On this issue, many critics of Harry Potter accuse the author of contempt for the "real world" of the Muggles and for Muggles themselves. Although prejudice may be found in many characters, there is no prejudice against Muggles in Professor Dumbledore (who is the standard of good values). Also, the Harry Potter books strongly oppose the false dichotomy of the materialist worldview. Rowling creates her fantasy world as a literary device to contradict the prevailing materialist worldview. She illustrates that there is more to "reality” than the physical world you can see, not that the world is bad or an illusion. 

There are a growing number of Christian critics who think the Harry Potter books support a Christian worldview. The very publicized affirmation by Fr. [Peter] Fleetwood, architect of the recent Vatican document on the New Age, is one example. The most definitive book to reveal the Christian worldview of the Harry Potter books is The Hidden Key to Harry Potter, by John Granger. Mr. Granger is a Greek Orthodox scholar of literature and classical languages. 
His book is recommended by Amy Welborne [sic] (author and writer for Our Sunday Visitor), Joseph Pearce (author of Literary Converts and several books on Tolkien), and Stratford Caldecott (president of the G.K. Chesterton Institute). You may find their comments and an excerpt from Granger's book on the publisher's web-site (www.zossima.com).

Fr. Aguilar, thankfully, does not suggest that parents restrict children of a suitable age from reading the Harry Potter books. In fact, he says there are positive lessons to be learned from them. Harry Potter books are not a substitute for instruction by the Church, but they can inspire and reinforce the reader's desire to follow the Christian faith.

Robert Trexler, Amherst, Massachusetts
 

Wonderland or Christianland?
http://www.stanwilliams.com/Articles/HarryGnosticDebate.html 

A Letter to Editor of the NCR by Fr Alfonso Aguilar LC in Response to Robert Trexler’s Letter

Published in the NCR, May 18-24, 2003, p. 8
 

In his letter titled "Gnostic Gnashing" (May 11-17), Mr. Robert Trexler offers an interesting Christian interpretation of the Harry Potter series – a reading defended by Christian critics, such as Alan Jacobs, Serge Tisseron, Pietro Citati, Massimo Introvigne and Catherine and David Deasel (authors of the forthcoming book Philosophy and Harry Potter.) 

Yet the very test questions I proposed (and Mr. Trexler used to prove Harry Potter’s Christian worldview) reveal, instead, its Gnostic soil.

First, the question about the divine. Mr. Trexler points out that Lord Voldemort is an evil wizard, representative of Satan, rather than a "demiurge" with god-like attributes. He is right. The problem lies elsewhere. 

Contrary to Msgr. Peter Fleetwood’s personal opinion about the Christianity of Harry Potter, which in no way constitute an official "Vatican" endorsement of the series, the Vatican-based journal La Civiltà Cattolica published an article titled "Il fenomeno 'Harry Potter'" (March 2, 2002, pp. 474-483), in which the author, Fr. Antonio Spadaro, SJ, acknowledges that its worldview seems to be incompatible with the Christian worldview. "The implicit model of the character [Harry Potter]," Father Spadaro writes, "is that of a man who has 'powers' (i.e., 'power' tout court) and who has in himself everything he needs without giving room for any transcendence." 

Transcendence is the point. In Tolkien’s and Lewis’ stories every power is not intrinsic, but received – transcendence is in the background. In Rowling’s books the divine is not a Transcendent Personal God, the giver of all goods, but an impersonal immanentistic power – the magic. The divine is dualistic: there is a good (white) magic and "the dark arts" – something analogous to the Star Wars "force" and its "dark side." 

Second, the concept of man is also Gnostic. It is true that Harry Potter is sometimes saved by others rather than by his own powers. Mr. Trexler interprets the tears of Professor Dumbledore’s phoenix as a symbol of God’s grace with reference to Christ. (Gnostics like interpreting Christian symbols in the light of their own philosophy.) Yet in this and similar cases Harry Potter is not saved by the grace coming from a divine person but rather by the powers or powerful possessions of well-trained wizards (the Gnostics), particularly by those of the school headmaster Dumbledore. 

In the end, "Rowling portrays Harry’s victory as the fruit of esoteric knowledge and power," as Canadian writer and literary critic Michael D. O’Brien points out. "Thanks to his magic Harry Potter seems to be substantially self-sufficient," Father Spadaro writes. Consequently, the message of the story "can become a thrust to self-centeredness – believe in yourself and you’ll make it." 

Third, a dualistic view of the cosmos emerges in the series. The physical world is not presented as bad or illusory. Yet it is portrayed as less “real” than the wizard world – the fantastic realm of powers whose gate can only be opened by the key of esoteric knowledge. Doesn’t the reader feel more "at home" at Hogwarts School than in the boring material world of Muggles? 

Harry Potter is not as obviously Gnostic as the Star Wars and The Matrix. That’s why some Christians may read its pagan Wonderland as "Christianland". Harry Potter provides us with elevated entertainment, valuable lessons and admirable heroes but all in the context of a Gnostic worldview, as I believe the test questions show. 

The ultimate test, however, is the readers’ and moviegoers’ life – Do the novels and movies reinforce in them a Christian mindset – or do they rather inspire a desire to an esoteric knowledge that will make them more powerful?

Father Alfonso Aguilar LC, Thornwood, New York
Canada Opens First "Hogwarts" Witchcraft School
http://www.lifesitenews.com/news/archive/ldn/2006/jan/06011809  
By Terry Vanderheyden January 18, 2006

EDMONTON (LifeSiteNews.com) It would seem there is truth to the warnings against the Harry Potter series if the opening of an honest-to-goodness witchcraft school in Canada is any indication of increased interest in the occult that has resulted from the books.
The new school, Northern Star College of Mystical Studies, is compared to the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry from the Harry Potter books by a CanWest News Service report. The school offers diploma and two-year certificate programs, open to adults only. The school teaches potions, astrology, tarot, hypnotherapy, divination, magic and other
occult practices, among other subjects.
"Harry Potter starts to get everybody curious about the mystic inside of them," admitted Catherine Potter, a hypnotherapist and professional astrologer who teaches at the school. She is a fan of J.K. Rowling's bestselling series. "I think it stirs a yearning in people to know more than just the five senses."
Despite naysayers, Potter's own admission that Harry Potter spurned her interest in the occult confirms warnings like those from Pope Benedict XVI, Gabriele Kuby, Catholic artist and author Michael D. O'Brien, Father Alfonso Aguilar, and even Rome's official exorcist, Fr. Gabriele Amorth, who said, "Behind Harry Potter hides the signature of the king of the darkness, the devil."
In a letter dated March 7, 2003 Pope Benedict XVI - then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger - thanked his friend Gabriele Kuby for her "instructive" book about Harry Potter - gut oder böse (Harry Potter- good or evil?), in which Kuby says the Potter books corrupt the hearts of the young, preventing them from developing a properly ordered sense of good and evil, thus harming their relationship with God while that relationship is still in its infancy.
"It is good, that you enlighten people about Harry Potter, because those are subtle seductions, which act unnoticed and by this deeply distort Christianity in the soul, before it can grow properly," the Pope wrote.
Both O'Brien and Father Alfonso Aguilar meanwhile condemn the books for their similarities with an early anti-Christian cult known as Gnosticism. "The wizard world is about the pursuit of power and esoteric knowledge, and in this sense it is a modern representation of a branch of ancient Gnosticism, the cult that came close to undermining Christianity at its birth," O'Brien explained in his essay, Harry Potter and the Paganization of Children's Culture, available here: http://www.lifesite.net/features/harrypotter/obrienpotter.html
"The so-called 'Christian Gnostics' of the 2nd century were in no way Christian, for they attempted to neutralize the meaning of the Incarnation and to distort the concept of salvation along traditional Gnostic lines: man saves himself by obtaining secret knowledge and power," O'Brien wrote.
Defending his criticism of Rowling's work as compared to JRR Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, who some argue also portrays magic, O'Brien added: "Rowling portrays Harry's victory as the fruit of esoteric knowledge and power. This is Gnosticism. Tolkien portrays Frodo's victory as the fruit of humility, obedience, and courage in a state of radical suffering. This is Christianity." View the roster of eyebrow-raising courses such as Plant Spirit Integration, Sacred Circle, Oracle Exploration, Exploring the Concept of Reincarnation, Earth Medicine, and Crystal and Stone Helpers, at the school's web site:
http://www.centercollege-wholistic.ca/home.html. 
See related LifeSiteNews.com coverage:
Pope Opposes Harry Potter Novels - Signed Letters from Cardinal Ratzinger Now Online
http://www.lifesite.net/ldn/2005/jul/05071301.html
Ten Arguments Against Harry Potter - By Woman Who Corresponded with Cardinal Ratzinger
http://www.lifesite.net/ldn/2005/jul/05071508.html
Rome's Chief Exorcist Warns Parents against Harry Potter
http://www.lifesite.net/ldn/2002/jan/02010202.html
Judging Harry Potter

http://ncregister.com/site/article/3663/  

By Fr Alfonso Aguilar LC, August 26, 2007
I didn’t intend to write a piece on Harry Potter. I thought it would have added more fuel onto the Potter hype machine.
I felt the urge to write this article, though, after reading Kathleen Donovan’s letter to the editor “The Devil and Harry Potter (Aug. 19-25).
Mrs. Donovan was an avid reader of the Register until she found that Steven Greydanus’ critique of the fifth Potter movie Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix implied "that the Pope and the Vatican officials have not come down upon the witchcraft and occult themes in the books and films by Rowling."
Mrs. Donovan quotes Father Gabriele Amorth, president of the International Association of Exorcists, as declaring: "Behind Harry Potter hides the signature of the king of darkness, the devil."
Many good Christian thinkers share similar opinions. Among them we find Michael O’Brien, Susan Moore, Berit Kjos, Vivian Dudro, Gabriele Kuby, and Richard Abanes, author of Harry Potter and the Bible: The Menace Behind the Magick. Other good Christian writers offer, instead, a Christian interpretation of the Potter saga, as you may read in the essays by Catherine and David Deavel, Robert Trexler, Alan Jacobs, Serge Tisseron, Pietro Citati and Massimo Introvigne, to name a few.
What to think about such a clash of opinions? Many Catholics, like Mrs. Donovan, are rightly concerned about children’s faith and formation. Is the devil somehow hiding in this best-selling story?
I read the whole Potter series, watched the first four films, and made a few comments on Rowling’s narrative in three Register articles (April and May 2003). I now intend to offer a few clarifications and distinctions that might help the reader form a better criterion for judging the Potter phenomenon and its predictable consequences.
Let us tackle four questions about the Potter books and films: 
(1) Is there any Vatican endorsement or disapproval of them? 
(2) Do we find in them some subtle Satanic presence? 
(3) Are the contents of the books compatible with our Christian faith? 
(4) Is it advisable to let children read and watch Harry Potter?

Any Vatican Position?
Headlines such as "Pope Approves Potter" (Toronto Star) littered the mainstream media after Msgr. Peter Fleetwood commented on the Harry Potter books at a Vatican press conference on the New Age in 2003.
But the Holy See takes no official position on fictional literature.
Offhand comments by Msgr. Fleetwood and members of the Roman Curia about Harry Potter are merely personal opinions.
In this category of personal opinions we should include Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger’s March 7, 2003, letter to Gabriele Kuby in response to her German book Harry Potter: Good or Evil?: "It is good that you enlighten people about Harry Potter," he wrote, "because those are subtle seductions, which act unnoticed and by this deeply distort Christianity in the soul, before it can grow properly."
Such an opinion is worth respect and consideration, but doesn’t bind Catholics to think in exactly the same way. Note how Cardinal Ratzinger presented his view in a private letter and not in a formal statement as a prefect of Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

Devil’s Work?
For an accurate answer to the question, let’s make a double distinction. Let us first distinguish between the nature of Rowling’s works and their possible consequences.
Does the phenomenon bear a Satanic imprint?
Other exorcists do not see it in the way Father Amorth did.
"The books in themselves are not bad," well-known exorcist Father José Antonio Fortea has been quoted saying. "They are merely literary fantasies in the manner of stories that have existed in Europe since the Middle Ages. I am neither in favor of condemning nor prohibiting them. To me, they are just unobjectionable stories."
Most of the handful of exorcists who have aired their opinions in the media, including Father Fortea, show concern about the possible outcome rather than the nature of the fictional works. They warn the faithful about their potential to lead people into the occult and perhaps even to Satanism.
And here comes our second distinction.
It would be unfair to judge Rowling’s works exclusively on the basis of their references to witchcraft and the occult without taking literary symbolism into account. Exorcists are the most trustworthy experts we have on the occult — but not necessarily on literature. Harry Potter is a story, not a boy to be exorcised.
Some good Christian literary critics read Rowling’s esoteric references as a way to decry, not to promote, the occult.
"The Potter series is not about the occult or witchcraft but actually just the opposite," explained Nancy Brown, author of the recent novel The Mystery of Harry Potter.
In his books The Hidden Key to Harry Potter and Looking for God in Harry Potter, John Granger tries to show that Rowling’s "themes, imagery, and engaging stories echo the Great Story" — the story of God who became man.
In The Gospel According to Harry Potter, Connie Neal presents counterarguments to the idea that the Potter books are about witchcraft. She also finds a lot of connections to Bible passages. John Killinger develops similar points in God, the Devil and Harry Potter.
Although I personally disagree with these authors’ main theses, they make a good point: References to the occult and the Satanic do not necessarily imply an attempt to lure people into the forbidden world, because the texts can be interpreted in different ways.
From the fact that millions of Potter readers and movie-watchers give no thought to Wicca, we may infer that Harry Potter is not, by nature, a devilish work and that it doesn’t necessarily lead people into the wrong practices.
Prudence should lead us to take various opinions, from exorcists and literary critics, into consideration.

Christian or Anti-Christian?
Our third question deals with the contents of the novels and movies. Let me propose a crucial distinction that I never find in the Potter debate — a distinction between values and philosophy in fiction.
By values, we may understand the virtues and moral teachings presented in a story.
Great values shine throughout the Potter saga and reach their climax in the seventh installment, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows.
Let me mention some of them.
Harry’s mother’s love for her son and self-sacrifice saved the future hero from being killed by Lord Voldemort. In a like manner, Harry would later give himself up to save his friends. His heroic generosity plays the key role in the victory of good over evil.
Harry, Hermione and Ron are characterized by their perseverance in the fulfillment of their mission in the midst of overwhelming difficulties. They are also concerned about the lives of their enemies with no desire for revenge. Remorse is presented as a way of self-redemption. The unsound quest to master death is discouraged. High ideals are encouraged. 
Good family life is appealing.
These and many other values one may find in the series refresh the soul in the current suffocating environment of anti-values that are often exhibited in products of the entertainment industry. Such values can inspire people in their life.
Values are not to be confused with philosophy. By philosophy we mean the concept of God, man and the universe underlying a story plot fully developed as a worldview.
Children’s stories, such as Cinderella and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, do not presume to portray ideas about our world and the realm of transcendence. They are short and simple stories with moral lessons. Harry Potter, instead, encompasses an implicit but integrated philosophical view of reality.
Let’s take a brief look at it.
In Potter’s world, the divine is, in my opinion, pantheistic. The only transcendent reality that exists is (white) magic. A fictional story, of course, does not have to present the Christian truths nor the Christian God. The question is whether or not there is room for a Christian God in the story. In Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, God does not show up, yet he may fit in the background as the one who gave Gandalf certain powers and a new life. Gandalf did not get them by himself.
Not so with Harry Potter.
Once the magic reigns as the ultimate level of reality, a personal God cannot fit in. Magical powers form the highest aspiration.
A certain monistic dualism, characteristic of Gnostic thought, looms over the plot, too.
Lord Voldemort’s and Death Eaters’ dark arts derive from the corruption of white magic, very much as the “dark side of the force” came from the bad use of "the force" in the Star Wars series.
Consider now the concept of man implicit in J.K. Rowling’s narrative. Humans, called "muggles", are divided into three categories: ordinary "muggles" with no magical power who disdain the magic world (the despicable Dursley family); "muggles" who fancy the magic world but cannot reach it (Hermione Granger’s parents); and the witches and wizards.
The ideal is, no doubt, to become a good witch or wizard. What’s the way? Train yourself to look into yourself to find the magical powers within you.
Good training requires masters who help make you aware of the magical ("divine") forces in your spirit. These are the professors at the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. Albus Dumbledore, the school headmaster, is the main spiritual guide.
Year after year, through training and exercise, Harry Potter becomes ever more aware of his inner powers and can, thus, use more sophisticated spells and jinxes.
In the fourth installment, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, we read: "Harry had soon mastered the Impediment Curse, a spell to slow down and obstruct attackers; the Reductor Curse, which would enable him to blast solid objects out of his way; and the Four-Point Spell, a useful discovery of Hermione’s that would make his wand point due north, therefore enabling him to check whether he was going in the right direction within the maze."
The Star Wars films follow a similar pattern.
There are humans and creatures who do not enjoy the use of "the force." Only the Jedi, such as Luke Skywalker, who was trained by masters Obi-Wan Kenobi and Yoda, obtain a full control over "the force."
In both cases, the role of the human body is downplayed, as if it were not an essential part of one’s own personhood. The spirit, where the realm of the magic or of "the force" dwells, is the inner true self. This view of man sounds Gnostic to me.
We come, finally, to the concept of the world. Harry Potter’s physical universe is not explicitly viewed as a prison for mankind created by evil demons, as it appears in classical Gnostic ideologies.
Yet it is portrayed as less "real" than the wizard world — the fantastic realm of powers whose gate can only be opened by the key of esoteric knowledge. Doesn’t the reader feel more "at home" at Hogwarts than in the boring material world of muggles?
To me, the fact that only witches and wizards are able to see the Platform Nine and Three-Quarters at King’s Cross station is meaningful. Those whose spirits are in the magic world can see “more” than ordinary people or muggles. They live in a spiritual (magical) dimension that frees them from the laws of the material world.

Is Potter Good for Kids?
Suppose that my interpretation of the Potter worldview is right. One should then appreciate and learn from Rowling’s values and leave aside her philosophy. Values can be uprooted from the soil they are grounded in and become inspiring lessons. You may enjoy the look and the fragrance of flowers even as you take them from the dirt in which they blossomed.
But whether a book or a movie is harmful to its audience depends as much upon the audience as upon the narrative.
"To the right reader, Harry Potter can be as harmless as Glinda the Good Witch or Cinderella’s fairy godmother," says Steven Greydanus in his excellent essay Harry Potter vs. Gandalf. "For another young reader, he could be a stumbling block."
Who are the "right" Potter readers?
I believe we will find them among well-formed Christians, those who do not feel the lure of the magic, and those who can distinguish — by themselves or by with help of their tutors — the Potter values from the Potter philosophy.
Who are the "wrong" readers?
Vulnerable or at-risk children may be those who do not have a particularly strong commitment to their faith, or show a troubling pattern of general interest in magic or in dark or grotesque imagery.

We have, in short, right and wrong audiences. While many kids will get inspired for the good with no negative effect, others may be affected for worse.
That’s why we should bear in mind the warnings of exorcists and other thinkers about children’s contact with the magic.
"Just like violence and pornography, kids are desensitized by exposure," said Matthew Arnold, producer of the three-tape set The Trouble With Harry.
In the end, parents are the best-equipped judges to discern how suitable Rowling’s works might be for their children. They may also be their best guides to let them distinguish the wheat from the chaff.
In conclusion, I suggest considering the following four criteria as common ground for reasonable discussions.
First, the reading of Harry Potter is a debatable issue, not a matter of faith.
Second, nothing proves that Rowling’s fiction is a work of the devil or a path that necessarily leads to evil practices.
Third, a distinction can be made between the narrative’s values and philosophy. Consequently, we may be able to draw the good lessons from the story while remaining untouched by whatever may be wrong in it.
Fourth, decisions about the appropriateness of the Potter novels and movies for children can only be made on a case-by-case basis.
If we keep these criteria in mind, we may leave behind some bitter clashes and gain some profit from the Potter debate.

Legionary Father Alfonso Aguilar teaches philosophy at Regina Apostolorum University in Rome.

The Making of a Modern Exorcist Encounter with Author of "The Rite"

http://www.zenit.org/article-32251?l=english
By Father Alfonso Aguilar LC, April 6, 2011
ROME (Zenit.org) Does the devil exist? Father Gary Thomas of the Diocese of San Jose, California, once thought that belief in the devil's existence was part of an archaic and superstitious way of living the faith. 

Father Thomas, who is pastor of Sacred Heart Church in Saratoga, was asked by his bishop to travel to Rome for training in the rite of exorcism at a Vatican-affiliated university. Through the lessons given by great exorcists and the training from a priest based in Rome, Father Thomas experienced firsthand that the presence of personal Evil is concrete and more ubiquitous than he could ever imagine. He eventually performs more than 80 exorcisms, and becomes the official exorcist of the San Jose Diocese.

These are the experiences recounted in the 2009 book "The Rite: The Making of a Modern Exorcist" by Matt Baglio. Inspired by true events, "The Rite" follows the steps taken by a skeptical priest in order to become an exorcist. The story is interwoven with traditional theological notions about the demons, the touching experiences of possessed people, the quasi-magical power of the ancient rite, and the encounter, face to face, with the devil in person.

The book has inspired the feature film called "The Rite," which has been in theaters since January 28, starring Anthony Hopkins, no less. Directed by Mikael Håfström ("1408"), "The Rite" is a supernatural thriller that uncovers the devil’s reach to even one of the holiest places on earth.

On January 20 and 21 -- a week before the release of the movie in the U.S. theaters -- ZENIT spoke with Father Thomas about his call to the ministry of exorcism, his experiences over the past years in working with people seeking his help, and the prevalence of demonic influences in our society today.

Both Father Thomas and Matt Baglio were invited onto the set to consult in the making of the movie. "I was on the set for a week with the actors," Father Thomas said, "and I gave them input in terms of what the reaction to an exorcism and what the manifestations look like. For example, I taught Anthony Hopkins how he has to bless left to right and not right to left, and all those little things. The producer Beau Flynn and the director Mikael Håfström really wanted this to be supremely accurate, and I do too."
According to the Californian priest, "The Rite" is not a typical entertaining Hollywood product. "It’s really a movie about faith. It’s not a gory movie or a horror movie; there is no green pea soup or heads spinning off of bodies."

Father Thomas expressed the belief that learning about exorcisms is today more necessary than ever, because there are more Catholics who are involved in paganism, idolatry and the occult (psychics, tarot cards, Ouija boards, crystals, Wicca, séances, and the like), so there are a lot of people who are opening a lot of doors to the diabolical.
Certain signs would indicate possible demonic activity in someone. For example, "if somebody was able to speak in a language that he had no prior competency in, or if someone would foam at the mouth or have a lot of rolling of the eyes," Father Thomas said. Another sign of a diabolical attachment can be found "if the person were not able to walk into a church or be close to any Catholic sacramental: holy water, a crucifix, the sacrament of the Eucharist, the sacramental anointing of the sick, or someone wearing some kind of a Christian symbol. If these caused a reaction, it certainly would be a sign."

Another sign is "when people have unnatural amounts of strength that they normally do not possess. Sometimes people will take on a serpentine appearance, again in reaction to sacraments and sacramentals."
On Thursday, Baglio will present his novel at the university where the story began: Regina Apostolorum Pontifical University (located at Via degli Aldobrandeschi, 190 in Rome).

The event, scheduled at 1:30 p.m., has been organized by the Pascal Center, an apologetics association, together with the Università Europea di Roma. Well-known Spanish exorcist Father José Antonio Fortea and Father Pedro Barrajón, Regina Apostolorum’s rector and a theologian expert on demons, will take part in the presentation.

"The idea began when I heard about a university-level course at a Vatican-affiliated school that purported to train potential exorcists," Baglio said. "As a freelance journalist living in Rome I thought it might just be a P.R. stunt. The only thing I knew about exorcism was from what I'd seen in Hollywood films like 'The Exorcist' and I wondered how the Catholic Church could still believe in it."

At this point, Baglio met Father Thomas and learned more about his spiritual journey. "Attending the course," he said, "I realized that the reality of exorcism is much different from what I'd imagined."

Baglio was born and raised in San Diego, California. In 1996, he graduated from the University of California, Santa Barbara, with a bachelors' degree in English literature. After a stint working as an intern and editorial assistant for TransWorld SNOWboarding magazine, Baglio moved to Los Angeles to pursue a career as a freelancer. In 2000, in an effort to expand his horizons, Baglio took a trip to Europe where he met his future wife in Rome. Shortly thereafter, he moved to Italy permanently, and over the years he worked for a variety of news organizations and magazines, including The Associated Press, The American Magazine, The Snowboard Journal, COLORS, Bene, and Homeland Security Today, as well as a host of others. Baglio's interests are varied, and his work has exposed him to topics as diverse as Vatican politics, anti-mafia police, the Olympics, and satanic cults. Currently, he lives in Rome with his wife and son. "The Rite" is his first book.

The novel impels the believer and the agnostic to consider the unavoidable presence of the devil in a new way.
In that sense, it belongs to the rare and cherished genre of books capable of changing the reader in one way or another. "The purpose of this book is not to promote any one faith over another, but to offer a detailed account of one priest's journey from a rational skeptic to a practicing exorcist," Baglio said. "I didn't set out to write with any preconceived bias and as such the book is written in a straightforward journalistic style, which means that I give respect to the beliefs and testimonies on all sides, including medical science."

From the theoretical point of view, it makes sense to believe that, if the existence of a higher good being is postulated, the personification of evil could be perceived by humans in certain circumstances.

"You be careful, Michael; choosing not to believe in the devil will not protect you from him," says Father Lucas Trevant (Anthony Hopkins) in the movie.

The ultimate question we are all compelled to answer by reading the book is the one used as the title of the movie's official Web site: "What do you believe?"
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