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MICHAEL PRABHU JUNE 3, 2015
Harry Potter: A few questions…
Spiritual discernment for the (pop) culturally inclined
https://www.churchmilitant.com/news/article/harry-potter-a-few-questions 
June 3, 2015
Coming up in 2016, Universal Studios Hollywood will be opening yet another Wizarding World of Harry Potter theme park where children, teens and adults alike will get to experience the magic for themselves, and lose hundreds of hard-earned dollars while doing it. Having reflected on controversies surrounding the franchise, there are some elements of spiritual discernment I don't believe should be relegated to the back of the room with all the other crazy kooks throwing bibles out like Skittles.
Personally, even as a secularist, I never liked the Harry Potter franchise (books and films). Unlike Tolkien and C.S. Lewis (slightly less for Lewis), Rowling never really created a fully functioning world with dimensions and boundaries — too many spells and random creatures coming in and out of the picture with no clear taxonomy or hierarchical structure to their being, as if Rowling made them up along the way without any clear thought into how the various threads weaved into a tapestry.

That being said, the books and films remain increasingly popular for children and will undoubtedly remain a staple of pop culture so long as the wands and spells keep popping dollar bills out of thin air, which looks to be quite a while, so discussions as to why Harry Potter has been a source of serious contention among the faithful since its inception should keep happening.

Growing up, though never being an aficionado of the Potter series, I regarded most arguments by faithful Christians (Catholics and Protestants alike) to be superstitious nonsense that seemed more at home in late-17th-century New England than in "enlightened" 21st century America. Some of the responses have been quite ridiculous — the Hogwarts School of Prayer and Miracles or the Protestant preacher who exclaimed to a crowd of kids, "In the Old Testament, Harry Potter would be put to death," come to mind — and every argument against pop culture should always be backed up with deep intellectual reflection followed by the promise of something better. My mind towards the series, however, changed on hearing some rather reasoned cautioning from experienced exorcists when I came back into Catholicism last summer.

I honestly don't know whether or not Harry Potter encourages witchcraft or inspires children to seek out the occult. Like most engagements with the occult, the danger lies not so much in opening oneself up to evil spirits (though it does) but in directing one's spiritual gaze inward, attempting transcendence by one's own power rather than God's, which quickly leads to moral relativism and why modern secularists, who sneer at a crucifix at every turn, don't feel the slightest apprehension towards keeping a few Buddha statues lying around. I doubt Harry Potter poses these types of dangers to our children. However, considering Harry Potter does not exist in his own contained universe, unlike Gandalf in Lord of the Rings, but simultaneously in fantasy and reality, where he can apply witchcraft and wizardry in both realms, I think Harry Potter's greatest danger lies in lowering an individual's defenses towards real witchcraft and occult practices when they encounter them — a decoy to lower shields in time for the enemy to swoop in with a real attack.

Starting in the 1960s with Bewitched and into the 1990s with shows like Charmed and Sabrina, The Teenage Witch along with films like Practical Magic and popular teen flicks like The Craft (now set for a remake), witchcraft and the occult, something our society used to roundly regard as evil, have become increasingly hip, mainstream and creepily family-friendly. Witches and sorcerers in the fairy tales of old used to be villains for heroes to rise up against, but the role now seems to have reversed, like most everything in Western society. It leaves me with curious questions.

Why, in an age when Christianity has been roundly pushed into the shadows, is the most popular piece of literary fiction a book that, yes, borrows from the occult? Out of all the things to spark a child's imagination, why must that be the most popular, sparking spin-offs, theme parks, video games and endless arrays of toys? It's practically as popular as Disney. I'll say right now before Mark Shea accuses me of this: No, I am not advocating some paranoid Harry Potter conspiracy where the construction of a new Hollywood theme park will somehow open up the gate necessary for the anti-Christ to spring forth.

To put the real danger of this into perspective: During my internship at Syfy channel back in 2010, I had the privilege of sitting in on pitch meetings for scripted and reality shows, and two of those meetings were for reality shows about real witches, and there were plenty more where they came from. One executive even told me they were getting pitches for those shows once a week. 
"They're a dime a dozen," she said. In one of the meetings, I actually met and spoke with a real witch, whom the show intended to profile. He was a charming fellow, who articulated his beliefs with a stunning realism and clarity. "Making your thoughts a reality is magic," I most remember him saying. Now, this being a time when I bought into the ridiculous "all ways lead to God" philosophy, I felt not the slightest bit of discomfort at taking some of his beliefs to heart. I even actually said to this witch's face, "Your beliefs are much more positive than Christianity." I'm thankful my supervisor advised me afterwards of the bad etiquette I showed by speaking, as a lowly intern mind you, during a pitch meeting. Perhaps God was trying to tell me something else.

Did Harry Potter and shows like Charmed contribute to my blind apathy towards witchcraft when it came my way? I honestly don't know, but I do know this: After having attended Catholic school for eight years, I identified more with witchcraft at that stage in my life than I did with Catholicism — a scary thought indeed.
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