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Can we trust The Golden Compass?
Rod Benson

The Golden Compass, a PG-rated movie directed by Chris Weitz, opens in Australia on 26 December.  Billed as an exciting fantasy adventure, the film is set in a parallel world where people’s souls (described as ‘daemons’) manifest themselves as small animals, talking bears fight wars, and children are mysteriously disappearing.  At the centre of the story is 12-year-old Lyra Belacqua, who sets out to find and rescue her best friend, Roger, and ends up on an extraordinary quest to save not only her own world, but ours as well.
With a budget of $180 million, The Golden Compass stars Australian actor Nicole Kidman as the impossibly glamorous and possibly dangerous Mrs Coulter; Daniel Craig as Lord Asriel, a ruthless adventurer and scholar with a mysterious past; and talented newcomer Dakota Blue Richards, who won the role of Lyra after an exhaustive search throughout England.  Other stars include Eric Bana and Kevin Bacon.  
The film is based on the first book (published as The Golden Compass in the US and Northern Lights in Australia and Europe) of British teacher and author Philip Pullman’s best-selling, award-winning trilogy, His Dark Materials.
  In 2003, the series came a surprising third in the BBC’s nationwide “Big Read” poll on Britain’s best-loved books, after The Lord of the Rings and Pride and Prejudice.  Comparisons are made between Pullman’s trilogy and J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and (especially) The Narnia Chronicles by C.S. Lewis.  The three-part series is being developed by New Line Cinema, hoping to capitalise on its artistic and financial success in producing the Lord of the Rings trilogy.  There were rumours of a projected fourth book, The Book of Dust, but news of its development is curiously unavailable.
Unfavourable Christian response

Interviewed on the Seven Network’s Sunrise program on 17 December, Nicole Kidman brushed off criticism, emphasizing that the film’s protagonist  was “a little girl” and that the plot was about friendship, loyalty and honesty.  
Similarly, the Church of Scotland’s Mission and Discipleship Council is encouraging people to see the movie, saying it “provides a golden opportunity to stimulate discussion on a wide range of moral and spiritual issues.”

But the film has generated significant pre-release concern, internationally and in Australia, over its defiantly anti-Christian message.  While one reviewer thought it would neither fill theatres nor empty pews,
 many Christians have received multiple warnings (most by email from the US) about the author’s sinister intentions in writing the trilogy, and the potential corruption of children’s minds and morals as a result of seeing the film.  
If The Golden Compass is generally anti-Christian, it specifically attacks the Catholic Church, although not by name.  In response, the Vatican has slammed the movie, saying “it promotes a cold and hopeless world without God,” and claiming that:

in Pullman’s world, hope simply does not exist, because there is no salvation but only personal, individualistic capacity to control the situation and dominate events.

A Christianity Today poll published on 28 November indicated that 34 per cent of respondents planned to boycott the movie, while 30 per cent would prepare for conversations about it but did not intend to view it, and only 7 per cent saw the movie as harmless.  There have been several warnings to churches and pastors in Australia.
This paper, and the accompanying note for church bulletins, shares these concerns.  Parents are encouraged to take a measured approach in deciding whether their children should read the books and/or view the movie.
Pullman’s atheism

The past two years have seen a notable increase of both scholarly and popular interest in atheism.  Ardent atheist Philip Pullman’s Dark Materials trilogy can be seen in the same light.  On the basis of the themes in his novels, English author Peter Hitchens described Pullman as “the most dangerous author in Britain.”
  What sets Pullman apart from atheists such as Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens is that he targets children rather than adults.  One reviewer has suggested that Pullman may prove to be to children’s literature what Richard Dawkins is to science.  

Pullman is a gifted children’s fiction author.  The His Dark Materials trilogy is clearly his masterpiece and will guarantee that his name will soon be linked with those other three stratospheric creators of children’s fantasy worlds (or universes, as the case may be) – C.S. Lewis, J.R.R. Tolkien and J.K. Rowling.  However, while his three books discuss complex ideas and their plots are highly imaginative, they are far from flawless.  Indeed to this writer, who has read the books but seen only clips of the first movie, it appears that the literary quality declines while the humanist-occult themes grow stronger as the series progresses.  It is difficult to imagine, for example, how New Line Cinema will produce a successful film of the third book while staying true to the author’s plot.  
On his website, Pullman says, “I'm not in the message business; I'm in the ‘Once upon a time’ business.”
  He is, of course, in the message business, and it is a dangerous and doctrinaire message he spruiks.  As Alicia Mosier observes,
If Lewis was a preacher [in the Narnia books], Pullman is one all the more – only in the service of a different religion.  It’s the faith of the Enlightenment, of scientific materialism, of secular values and truths that are fluid, of republics rather than kingdoms.

In 2001 Pullman claimed in an interview that he was “trying to undermine the basis of Christian belief.”  In 2003 he claimed his books were about “killing God.”  He says he professes no religion, and cannot comprehend the meaning of the words “spiritual” and “spirituality.”  He believes it is impossible that there is a God.
Pullman also rejects the biblical notion of sin, holding that the original act of sin is what brought true goodness into the world.  He repeatedly says that his books are “just stories,” but in his Carnegie Medal speech he claimed that stories create the morality by which we live.  The strength of Pullman’s opposition to Christianity reminds me of what Aslan says of the willfully blind dwarves in The Last Battle (the final book of the Narnia Chronicles): 

They have chosen cunning instead of belief.  Their prison is only in their own minds, yet they are in that prison; and so afraid of being taken in that they cannot be taken out.

There are many compelling examples of Pullman’s dark message in the suggestions for further reading below, but here is another:
In a telling and pivotal moment in the series, a former nun named Mary Malone reflects on her realization that God does not exist: ‘There’s no one to fret, no one to condemn, no one to bless me for being a good girl, no one to punish me for being wicked.  Heaven was empty.  I didn’t know whether God had died, or whether there had never been a God at all.’

What’s a Christian parent to do?

In one sense The Golden Compass can be read as an exciting children’s fantasy adventure.  As the US Conference of Catholic Bishops observed, the book and movie describe “a traditional struggle between good and evil, and a generalized rejection of authoritarianism.”
  
Reactions have varied.  For example, “Keladry” wrote: 

I have just finished reading the book and I really enjoyed it.  I definitely didn't think it was a suitable children's book, there's no way I would let one of my younger siblings read it.  I'm 18 and if I had have read it just 5 years ago, half of it would disturb me and the other half I would find way too complex to understand.  Some of the religious aspects of the book are far too difficult for a child's mind to grasp.

On the other hand, “Bruce S.” writes, 

As a Christian, I am surprised at the intolerance to intelligent, creative and inspirational literature such as this series of books. Such skillful writing is actually an affirmation of the gifts God has given to humankind. I know the themes are anti-Church [or, at least, organized oligarchies] but this in itself does not mean that they don't contain truth of human spirit and soul. Embrace free thought and the exchange of ideas and you will affirm God's greatest gift to us to discern truth in the world.

But ultimately this is not harmless fun.  From a Christian point of view, the author clearly and deliberately sides with evil, championing deceit and self-will in a subtle (or not so subtle) echo of the serpent’s words to Eve in the Garden of Eden.  It is not without reason that Pullman’s philosophy has been described not only as atheism but as Satanism.  What is worse, Pullman’s primary audience is not adults, or even young adults, but children.  
In the light of the imminent release of the movie, parents of school-aged children are advised to:
(a)  be aware that The Golden Compass differs vastly in content and ideas from the classic Narnia Chronicles and The Lord of the Rings;

(b) do some research and talk with children about the movie’s themes and content (start with the suggestions for further reading below);

(c) consider carefully whether younger children should view the movie, despite its PG rating;

(d) avoid buying the book (titled Northern Lights in Australia) for children without first reading it, since the movie version has been toned down to appeal to a wider audience;
(e) avoid buying the trilogy for children without first reading them, since books two and three are increasingly explicit in expressing the author’s hatred of Christian truth and virtue.
It is inevitable, however, that most children will eventually see the movies and read the books (which have been on shelves in Australian bookstores and libraries for several years).  Suggestions of boycotts are ultimately counterproductive, serving to increase publicity and curiosity.  Cultivating a thoughtful and reflective approach in readers and viewers, and encouraging wise parental supervision of children’s reading and viewing habits, is the best strategy.  
In addition, given that many Australian schools will prescribe the books and movies as teaching resources, churches may want to develop apologetic and evangelistic tools to help people understand the implications of Pullman’s ideas and stories.
In summing up, I simply quote the conclusion of another (anonymous) reviewer:

The [His Dark Materials] trilogy is anti-religious indoctrination disguised as an adventure story for kids. It purports to strike a blow against oppressive ideas, but does this by propagating demonstrably false ideas and an ignorant (or deceitful) view of psychological, religious and historical reality. The blow is misdirected, but hits hard since it is intended to affect the minds of young people who lack the necessary knowledge and experience to see through the emotional appeal. 
In a secularized Western world where understanding of fundamental religious concepts is quickly vanishing from people's minds and where the news are full [of] evil acts perpetrated in the name of Allah or other deities, it is hardly surprising that these books have received such wide acclaim from the critics. Let us hope that people with greater wisdom than Mr Pullman will take up the gauntlet and write children's books which give a better balanced and more truthful account of the problems concerning religion vs. oppression! 

Further information (click on active links)

· Official website for the movie (watch excerpts, find downloads, and much more).
· His Dark Materials detailed plot summaries from SparkNotes.

· Wikipedia article on The Golden Compass.
· Mark Hadley’s review of Philip Pullman, The Northern Lights (Scholastic, 1995).
· Mark Hadley’s review of Philip Pullman, The Subtle Knife (Scholastic, 1997).
· Mark Hadley’s review of Philip Pullman, The Amber Spyglass (Scholastic, 1999).
· Extended interview with Philip Pullman by editor-in-chief of Barnes & Noble Review, James Mustich, 1 Nov 2007.
· Canadian evangelical Peter Chattaway’s extended interview with Philip Pullman, 28 Nov 2007.

· Philip Pullman, “The Storyteller's Art,” 
A Conversation with James Mustich, Editor-in-Chief, Barnes & Noble Review, 3 Dec 2007.
· “The Golden Compass: Agenda Unmasked,” Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights.
· Tom Gilson, “The Golden Compass.”  [blog page with many good links]

· R. Albert Mohler, “The Golden Compass: A Briefing for Concerned Christians.”

· Steve Cable, “The Golden Compass: Pointing in the Wrong Direction.”
· Michael Chabon, “Dust and daemons,” New York Review of Books, 25 Mar 2004. [may require subscription]
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