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by Jennifer Merri Parker 

T

he murmurs against cinematic sorcery had begun to die down again, even after the release of the first Harry Potter adaptation from book to blockbuster film in late 2001. Then Lord of the Rings came out during the Christmas holidays, and again debate blazed up over depictions of good and evil and the appropriate uses of magic in secular and Christian fantasy. Of course, around the same time other moviegoers were wrestling with much darker fare of both the realistic and the fantastic kind. 

 
In the wake of the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, some people were surprised that violent crime-dramas and scary thrillers were as well attended as ever. Actor Denzel Washington as a corrupt, murderous cop had longtime fans reeling at the violence, profanity, and moral cynicism of Training Day, but the film remained on the top-10 lists for weeks. Meanwhile creepy supernatural thrillers like The Others and 13 Ghosts and crime dramas like Don’t Say a Word and From Hell, stories full of psychological horror or eerie paranormal hooks, were still haunting theaters or just hitting the video-store shelves in early 2002. This time last year viewers were watching Hannibal Lecter kill and cannibalize his victims, and now his ghoulish glare taunts video renters from the new-release rack. A TV vampire named Angel is beginning to attract even higher ratings for his eponymous series, a spinoff of “Buffy the Vampire Slayer,” than the slayer herself commands.
Virtue and Vice in Conflict

 
For Christians who avoid horror movies and don’t understand the attraction of sitting in the dark watching slashers and serial killers, psychological predators and spiritual creatures of demonic malevolence--I can sympathize. But I am often sympathizing from my cinema seat, and I wonder from time to time whether the see-no-evils know what they’re missing. And more important, I wonder if they know what many of their children or grandchildren are watching--and why.

 
I am a member of Generation X--remember them?--and grew up (more or less) watching a lot of television, going to movies, and playing computer and arcade games. I also read a lot: from the Bible to pulp fiction, from comic books to classics. (Despite some theories, video consumption doesn’t render children illiterate or turn them into mindless zombies--not if they have access to good literature and are encouraged and equipped to use it.) I also checked out recordings of Shakespeare plays and operas from the library and sat reading the covers while I listened. For me, all these activities were about hearing the stories. In books, games, songs, movies, and half-hour comedy episodes and cartoons, there was always a story to be mined and devoured on the way to another story.

 
We all hunger for stories, especially of the agonistic kind. I think the attraction of these dramas is often in the promise of a moral. Stories with integrated morals show virtue and vice in conflict and express definite values through their outcomes. Fairy tales, traditional gothic horror, fantasy, science fiction, and stories about spiritual or supernatural antagonists, can be refreshingly direct in characterizing good and evil. Often such stories, without promoting a specific theology, present a very biblical worldview. Good is desirable; evil causes suffering. Innocence is often attacked, sometimes lost. Righteousness fights to protect innocence and destroy evil. Restoration of peace comes only when the monster or demon has been confronted and overcome. Christlike heroes abound; sometimes they love, sometimes they lose, and sometimes they die. But somehow they still win.

Chasing Demons, Spirits, and Aliens

Realistic films, like serious postmodern literature, tend to be subtle and complex in dealing with moral elements, particularly when they reflect the godless worldview of many postmodern authors and filmmakers. When a humanistic culture’s conscience has been seared by relativism, materialism, and sliding-scale morality, the attraction of stories that pit identifiable good and evil elements against each other can be irresistible.

Witness the popularity of movies and TV shows about angels, demons, and other supernatural beings. In Frank Capra’s feel-good classic It’s a Wonderful Life, one of countless angel movies, a heavenly visitor shows a man the value of one altruistic life. Decades later Michael Landon’s Highway to Heaven TV series became the popular forerunner of today’s hit show Touched by an Angel, with its similar premise: God’s messengers go about tweaking human frailty with messages of divine love. Meanwhile on the X-Files an FBI agent obsessed with finding “the truth” chases demons, restless spirits, and aliens, constantly mystifying the rationalist partner who insists that there is a logical, scientific explanation for everything.

 
However lacking such movies and TV shows are in genuine theological substance, however they may oversimplify the gospel or flirt dangerously with error, they do indicate by their popularity some of the genuine spiritual concerns of viewers. When every episode of a show ends with a divine intervention and the same predictable message or with a frail human hero kicking some demon back to hell or with crusading agents discovering some impossible or miraculous event that they just miss being able to prove to a skeptical world--and that show still commands a huge audience share every week--Christians would do well to ask why. 

Why We Need Realistic Evil 

A lot of Christians <I>are <I>asking. One night about two years ago I joined a select audience of college students, youth leaders, pastors, teachers, filmmakers, movie producers, and other movie fans who came together on the first night of Fuller Theological Seminary’s annual Reel Spirituality Conference in Pasadena, Calif., to watch two films, one right after the other. The organizers of the conference hoped their selections would spark discussion about movies in a Christian context--movies as tools for illustrating spiritual ideas and promoting biblical values, particularly to vulnerable young minds.


It was an unlikely double feature: Extreme Days--a lighthearted comedy about quirky teenagers on an innocent, fun-filled road trip, with mild romance and family values thrown in. And Hellraiser V: Inferno, the latest incarnation of carnage in a blood-and-gore-filled series featuring a sadistic demon called Pinhead, a handsome but corrupt hero, and a high body count. One film intentionally targeted a teenage audience while the other, though rated R, attracted teens and tweens by default, in droves, right along with older horror fans. 

 
Reactions among the conference audience were as different as the films. Some loved the first and hated the second; others had the reverse preferences. Some thought the feel-good film was too light on moral challenge to be credible, while others wondered how any positive message at all could be wrung from the dark and blood-drenched fantasy. 

 
As a member of that audience who expressed appreciation for both films, I found myself confronted over and over throughout the conference weekend by people who didn’t understand how any Christian could enjoy a horror movie--much less be in favor of the genre. But I was a horror veteran, and it was a vindication of my sometimes-guilty pleasure to attend the screening knowing that the writers and filmmakers behind both movies were Christians, and both were present to answer questions about their work. 

Screenwriter Craig Detweiler, who co-wrote Extreme Days, teaches “Faith, Film and Culture” at the Los Angeles Film Studies Center and serves on the boards of the City of the Angels Film Festival and the Reel Spirituality Conference. Among his writing influences are complex authors such as Flannery O'Connor, Anne Lamott, Madeleine L'Engle, and Fyodor Dostoyevski. And the movie that inspired him to choose a career in film was the horrifyingly graphic war epic Apocalypse Now. 

 
Director Scott Derrickson, who co-wrote and directed Hellraiser V: Inferno, is a young Hollywood professional whose spirituality seamlessly permeates his films and his ideas about filmmaking. Derrickson, whose student project Love in the Ruins  was inspired by C.S. Lewis’s  The Screwtape Letters, also co-wrote another well-known slasher sequel, Urban Legends: The Final Cut, and he and his writing partner have successfully pitched a new spiritual thriller called The Mystic to Disney. Derrickson very ably defended his work in the horror genre to conference attendees. He pointed out the efficacy of the typical horror movie in showing evil as evil, for making it graphically and viscerally abhorrent. 

 
Dallas Willard, plenary speaker at Reel Spirituality 2001, which continued the discussion begun in 2000, commented on the need for Christians in the arts to combat society’s therapeutic approach to evil, to fight the postmodern tendency to try to explain or psychologize evil away. “Evil is a choice,” Willard insisted, “a choice of the will. And the task of the Christian writer or filmmaker is to make that uncompromisingly clear.” 

 
Of course some Christians filmmakers and producers have chosen to make their spiritual stance even less ambiguous through films that go beyond characterizing human evil or presenting metaphorical monsters and demonic forces. Secular films based loosely on end-times prophecies, such as The Omen series, Stigmata, The Rapture, and End of Days, have fared well enough at the box office, particularly when the sub-genre was newer and clichés less abundant. Recently Christian filmmakers have gotten into the act with a spate of apocalyptic thrillers, some of them self-consciously evangelistic. The villain in the adaptation of Left Behind is no mere villain but the Antichrist himself, while the monster in Megiddo, the sequel to the fictional but end-times-themed Omega Code, is not just a beast but the Beast. Heavily marketed through Christian broadcasters among fundamentalist audiences already well-convinced of their interpretation of biblical revelations, these movies seem to have donned a bulletproof vest against the critical rounds of secular reviewers, the Hollywood filmmaking community, and dissenting theologians. A self-satisfied Christian audience surrounded some of these B-movies (no, B doesn’t stand for Bible) and insulated them against much of the creative input that might, if heeded, increase the quality of their inevitable sequels. Still, out in the real world, such end-times thrillers, whether they do any of the intended good, have done no serious harm. 

 
Modern entertainment wrestles with good and evil constantly, and the bout is always the better for having Christians both in the ring and in the bleachers. This is no time for the church to be squeamish or to cover its eyes. Christians must be aware of the dangers of oversimplified, feel-good theology and knowledgeable about the allure of true horror. We need some Christians to be critical and engaged viewers, vocal about the messages being put forth in the popular visual media, just as we need Christians working in the entertainment industry to make sure that the Christian worldview is represented. 

The simple, fix-all “God loves you” message of “Touched by an Angel” may ring true for its prime demographic; but it rings very softly, and postmodern viewers, used to surround-sound explosions, may have trouble hearing it. For audiences for whom the line between good and evil is all too often blurred, crossed, or erased by modern storytellers, the frightful excesses of video horror may be a necessary evil.
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