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RELIGIOUS USES
OF FANTASY FICTION

Markus Altena Davidsen

Introduction

In early 2001, a chain email urged the citizens of New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and Great Britain
to put down “Jedi” as their religious affiliation in the upcoming census. Part political protest, part
practical joke, the email campaign was a massive success, helped along by generous media coverage
by newspapers such as The Guardian and by the renewed interest in Star Wars following the release
of Star Wars Episode 1: The Phantom Menace in 1999 (Porter, 2006, 96; Singler, 2014, 154). With
more than 390,000 self-identified adherents, Jedi came out as the fourth most common religious af-
filiation in Great Britain, outscoring both Judaism and Buddhism. The largest concentration of Jedi
proved to live in New Zealand, where they constituted almost 1.4% of the total population (Porter,
2006, 96-98; Possamai, 2005, 72—73)—in some university cities, close to 10%. In total, more than
500,000 Britons, New Zealanders, Australians, and Canadians claimed to be Jedi.

The “Jedi Census Phenomenon” was largely a prank. The vast majority of those who put down
Jedi on the census form did not seriously practice a Force-based religion. But in the years preceding
the Census Phenomenon, a very real, but much smaller, community of self-identified Jedi Realists—
i.e., individuals who aim to live according to the Jedi philosophy—had emerged out of the online Star
Wars role-playing community. The Jedi Census Phenomenon inspired some Jedi Realists to actually
create the religion to which people in the census prank had jokingly claimed to belong. These indi-
viduals who refer to themselves as Jediists (rather than Jedi Realists) have developed creeds and ritu-
als and have successfully applied for legal recognition of their faith—Jediism—in several countries
(this story is told in detail in Davidsen, 2017a; see also Davidsen, 2016a; Singler, 2014).

After journalists had uncovered the real phenomena of Jedi Realism and Jediism, scholars of re-
ligion began to research these and similar groups and to theorize the religious use of fantasy fiction.!
The two main pioneers were Adam Possamai and Carole Cusack, who carved out a new research
field with their monographs Religion and Popular Culture (Possamai, 2005) and Invented Religions
(Cusack, 2010) and who subsequently took the lead in charting the field with handbook and anthol-
ogy projects (Cusack and Kosnac, 2017; Possamai, 2012a; Sutcliffe and Cusack, 2013). Besides Jedi-
ism, religions based on fantasy fiction that have been studied over the last twenty years include the
neo-pagan organization Church of All Worlds, which has taken its name and several ritual practices
from Robert A. Heinlein’s science fiction novel Stranger in a Strange Land (Cusack, 2010, Chapter

DOI: 10.4324/9781003119456-39 454



Religious Uses of Fantasy Fiction

3, 2016a); Satanists and chaos magicians who invoke the monster gods from H.P. Lovecraft’s horror
cycle, the so-called Cthulhu Mythos (Gonce, 2003; Hanegraaff, 2007); and various self-identified
pagan, Christian, and gnostic groups that draw on J.R.R. Tolkien’s literary mythology and claim to
communicate with the Valar, the lower gods of Tolkien’s universe (Davidsen, 2012, 2014, 2017b).

Some reflections on how to refer to religions using fantasy fiction may be needed immediately.
In my own work I use the term “fiction-based religion,” which I have defined as “religion in which
fictional texts are used as authoritative texts” (Davidsen, 2013, 384). Possamai prefers the term
“hyper-real religion” which he, inspired by the French philosopher Jean Baudrillard, has defined
as a “simulacrum of a religion created out of popular culture” (2005, 79). In practice, fiction-based
religion and hyper-real religion refer to the same empirical phenomena and can be treated as syno-
nyms. However, since all religions can be qualified as “hyper-real” in Baudrillard’s sense, namely as
simulacra (or imaginations) that have come to be treated as real, it may be confusing to use “hyper-
real religion” to designate a certain class of religions, namely those based on fantasy fiction/popular
culture (Davidsen, 2013, 381-84). The label fiction-based religion may serve us better if we want
to distinguish analytically between religions that use fantasy fiction as authoritative texts, over and
against conventional religions based on narratives claiming to tell of supernatural interventions in the
actual world—such as the Christian Gospels that depict Jesus’ incarnation, wonderworking, resurrec-
tion, and ascension as historical events (Davidsen, 2013, 384-88).2

Cusack’s notion of invented religions refers to a different but overlapping set of phenomena than
fiction-based/hyper-real religions, namely “those religions that announce their invented status” (2010,
1). For Cusack this category includes both fiction-based religions, such as Jediism and the Church
of All Worlds, and parody religions, such as Discordianism and the Church of the Flying Spaghetti
Monster. This is problematic for two reasons. First, fiction-based religions turn out not to announce
their invented status but to be keen on presenting themselves as “real religions” (see Singler, 2014
and Davidsen, 2017a on Jediism in this respect). Second, according to a substantive definition of
“religion” as beliefs and practices that assume the existence of supernatural agents (such as gods and
angels), worlds (such as heaven and the astral plane), and/or processes (such as magic or the karma
law) (cf. Davidsen and Van Rijn, 2020, 93), fiction-based religions are genuine religions because they
make supernatural claims, whereas parody religions are no religions at all because they, by their very
nature, make no such claims.® By the same token, fiction-based religions—such as Jediism, which
assumes the existence of the Force in the actual world—may be contrasted to fandom, including the
Star Wars fandom, which makes no such assumption. Based on a functional and broad (rather than a
substantive and narrow) definition of religion, Michael Jindra (1994) has argued that fandom is reli-
gion, because fandom, like conventional religion, functions as a provider of community, myth, and
meaning. A weakness of Jindra’s approach, however, is that it obscures the crucial difference between
(fiction-based) religion and fandom, namely that religion makes supernatural claims about the actual
world whereas fandom does not (Davidsen, 2013, 388-90).*

In the rest of this chapter, I chart the various ways in which contemporary fantasy fiction has been
read and used in religious ways. I begin by distinguishing four modes of religious use of fantasy
fiction, which I label the binocular, mythopoeic, cosmological, and historical modes, respectively
(Section “Four Modes of Religious Use of Fantasy Fiction”). After that, I discuss the various func-
tions that fantasy fiction may have within religious traditions (Section “Fiction Based Religion in a
Strict and a Loose Sense”) and the strategies used to legitimize the religious use of fiction (Section
“Legitimizing Religioius Use of Fantasy Fiction). The final section takes up the question why only
some fantasy fiction, but not all, lends itself to religious use (i.e., has “religious affordance”; Section
“The Religious Affordance of Fantasy Fiction”).
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Four Modes of Religious Use of Fantasy Fiction

Adam Possamai originally defined hyper-real religion as a “simulacrum of a religion created out of
popular culture that provides inspiration for believers/consumers at a metaphorical level” (2005, 79;
my emphasis). It is very well possible, however, to believe quite literally (rather than metaphorically)
in the supernatural entities depicted in fiction. Within Tolkien spirituality, for example, it is common
to believe that Middle-earth is a real place and that the Elves and Valar really exist (Davidsen, 2012,
2014, 2017b). In response to me pointing out this fact (Davidsen, 2012, 201-02; cf. Possamai, 2012b,
19), Possamai adapted his definition of hyper-real religion. It now sounds: “A hyper-real religion is
a simulacrum of a religion created out of, or in symbiosis with, commodified popular culture which
provides inspiration at a metaphorical level and/or is a source of belief for everyday life” (Possamai,
2012b, 20; emphasis added).

Expanding the simple dichotomy between metaphorical inspiration and literal belief, I have sug-
gested the existence of several distinct religious modes in which fantasy fiction (and conventional
religious narratives, too) can be used (Davidsen, 2014, 137-43). In what follows, I discuss the four
most prominent modes: the binocular, mythopoeic, cosmological, and historical modes. Each mode
represents a distinct way of using fiction religiously and of rationalizing such use. Of the four modes,
the binocular mode ascribes the lowest level of authority to the fantasy text in question, and the his-
torical mode, the highest.

The Binocular Mode

Individuals and groups who use fantasy fiction in the binocular mode consider the characters, the
storyline, and the religious elements of the text to be wholly fictional but are, nevertheless, moved to
believe that religious entities (e.g., elves or magic) very much like those depicted in the fictional text
exist in the real world.

A good example of the binocular mode is found in neo-paganism, a broad movement encompass-
ing, among other branches, modern witchcraft (wicca), druidry, and heathenry/asatru. Neo-pagans
aim to revive the religions of Europe’s pre-Christian past, and for that reason consider Celtic, Ger-
manic, Greek, and other ancient mythologies to constitute their authentic and authoritative text base.
Neo-paganism is thus no fiction-based religion, but fantasy fiction nevertheless plays a crucial role
in inspiring neo-pagan belief. Reflecting on the importance of fantasy for the very emergence of neo-
paganism, Graham Harvey (2000) argued “that J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings provided meta-
phorical binoculars through which the realm of Faerie became visible again” (emphasis added).
In other words, it was after reading Tolkien and other fantasy novels that many to-be-pagans in the
1960s and 1970s first started asking themselves whether magic, elves, and a Faery Otherworld might
exist also in the real world. These people did not believe that Tolkien wrote about real deities (if they
did, they would have approached The Lord of the Rings in the cosmological mode—see below). But
The Lord of the Rings inspired them to search for more authoritative myths and to go into the forest
in the hope of experiencing the presence of real elves. For committed pagans, moreover, continued
immersion in fantasy helps sustain a pagan worldview in which elves and magic are real (Harvey,
2006). For example, members of the Goddess movement find inspiration in Marion Zimmer Brad-
ley’s The Mists of Avalon (1983) and eco-oriented (British) pagans in Robert Holdstock’s Mythago
Wood series (e.g., 1984).

Fantasy (and horror) novels, movies, and role-playing games have also inspired individuals to
self-identify as various non-human beings. Inspired by Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, some indi-
viduals began to self-identify as Elves in the early 1970s (Davidsen, 2014, 238-44), and from the
movement of self-identified Elves emerged in the 1990s the broader Otherkin movement, whose
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members may also self-identify as (were)wolves, dragons, and so on (Davidsen, 2014, 245-50). The
Vampire community, whose members include both blood-drinking and psychic vampires, as well as
human donors, constitutes the largest fiction-inspired identity movement. White Wolf’s role-playing
games Vampire: The Masquerade (1991), Werewolf: The Apocalypse (1992), and Changeling: The
Dreaming (1995), were instrumental to the growth of the Otherkin and Vampire communities in the
1990s and later. As Lupa (2007, 50) explains,

[T]he subject matter of the games led to the inevitable wonderings: “Well, what if this was real?
What if there really were werewolves, and vampires, and faeries in our day and age?”” Most
players likely simply shrugged it off as a passing fancy. However, many Otherkin found that
the flights of fancy could open up opportunities to discuss more serious approaches to the idea
of nonhumans in a human world.

In other words: the role-playing games were approached in the binocular mode. While players rec-
ognized that the settings and story-worlds of the games were entirely fictional, the games became
metaphorical binoculars that allowed players to appreciate their own “true” Otherkin identities—and
prompted them to seek out authoritative, non-fictional sources that might explain and legitimize those
identities (Davidsen, 2014, 250-52, 267-75; Laycock, 2012).

The Mythopoeic Mode

Individuals who use fantasy fiction in the mythopoeic mode consider the text in question to be an
allegory that conveys real spiritual truths. It is important to note that not all allegorical readings are
mythopoeic. Readers who interpret the One Ring in The Lord of the Rings as an allegorical reference
to the atomic bomb—and thus interpret something supernatural as an allegory of something natural—
approach the text in the fictional mode. A mythopoeic interpretation, by contrast, has a supernatural
target domain for the allegory. An interpretation of Gandalf and Galadriel as allegorical references
to the wiccan God and Goddess, for example, is mythopoeic. Fiction approached in the mythopoeic
mode can be considered a viable basis for rituals and magical “work,” as long as the text is understood
properly with the right hermeneutic key. For example, wiccans may use depictions of Gandalf and
Galadriel in ritual, while at the same time stressing that the supernatural entities with whom they re-
ally engage are the God and the Goddess.

Lovecraftian magic constitutes a fiction-based esoteric current entirely governed by the mytho-
poeic mode. Consider, for example, the use of H.P. Lovecraft in the Church of Satan. Michael Aquino
wrote two Lovecraft-themed rituals for The Satanic Rituals (LaVey, 1972, 173-201), “The Ceremony
of the Nine Angles” and “The Call to Cthulhu,” together with an accompanying essay, “The Meta-
physics of Lovecraft.” Already prior to the publication of these rituals, LaVey had used Lovecraft-
based incantations within the Church of Satan and the new rituals, too, were intended for actual use
(Aquino, 1977). Even so, Cthulhu and the other Lovecraftian entities addressed in the rituals were
not believed to exist in their own right but were understood merely as metaphorical references to
Satan. Similarly, when influential British occultist Kenneth Grant integrated Lovecraftian themes
into Aleister Crowley’s system of ceremonial magic, he did so in the mythopoeic mode. Interpreting
Lovecraft’s stories through the lens of his own Qabalistic speculations, Grant identified, for example,
Lovecraft’s Yog-Sothoth (referred to in “The Dunwich Horror”) with John Dee’s demon Coronzon/
Choronzon, whom Grant considered to be the guardian of the gateway of Daath (cf. Gonce, 2003,
102—11). Grant’s mythopoeic interpretation of Lovecraft’s mythos provided the theoretical rationale
for the Lovecraftian magic of later groups such as the Esoteric Order of Dagon (Davidsen, forthcom-
ing), Michael Bertiaux’s Confraternity of Oblates of the Monastery of the Seven Rays (Gonce, 2003,
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113-15), and the Dragon Rouge, especially its Polish “Magan” lodge (Wagenseil 2015). Chaos magi-
cians working with Lovecraft’s mythos in the tradition of Phil Hine’s Pseudonomicon ([1994] 2004)
also do so in the mythopoeic mode and have experimented with both possession and pathworking
rituals (Gonce, 2003, 119; Hanegraaff, 2007, 104-06).

J.R.R. Tolkien’s literary mythology, including The Lord of the Rings (1954—1955; paperback 1965)
and The Silmarillion (1977), has been approached in the mythopoeic mode, too. Gareth Knight, for
instance, included a Tolkien-themed pathworking ritual in his book The Magical World of the Inklings
(1990), and declared, in a manner strikingly similar to Grant’s take on Lovecraft, Tolkien’s literary
mythology to be a “mythopoeic creative work” (1990, 136) and “a fleshing out of Qabalistic doc-
trines” (1990, 114). Accordingly, Tolkien’s mythology constituted, “from the magical point of view,”
a departure point for magical work as valid as any “‘real” myth or legend” (Knight, 1990, 136). Simi-
larly, a group within the North Carolina-based Fifth Way Mystery School, headed by Vincent Bridges,
constructed a “High Elvish Working” in 1993 aiming to “explore the Truth beyond J.R.R. Tolkien’s
created Arda.” The ritual circulated in print among pagans in the United States and New Zealand
and was later published online (cf. Davidsen, 2014, 291-98). The two only fiction-based Tarot decks
currently on the market, Terry Donaldson’s The Lord of the Rings Tarot Deck & Card Game (1997,
cf. Davidsen, 2014, 299-310) and Donald Tyson’s Necronomicon Tarot (2007; cf. Cowan, 2012), are
premised on a mythopoeic reading of Tolkien’s and Lovecraft’s fiction, respectively.

The Cosmological Mode

Using a piece of fantasy fiction in the cosmological mode entails treating it as a fictional story about
supernatural agents, worlds, and/or processes that exist in the actual world in the way they are de-
scribed in the text. In other words, where the mythopoeic mode is allegorical, the cosmological
mode is literal. For example, members of the Tribunal of the Sidhe, Tié€ eldaliéva (The Elven Path),
and Ilsalunté Valion (The Silver Ship of the Valar) consider Tolkien’s Valar to exist quite as Tolkien
described them. All three groups engage in ritual exchanges with these fictional entities, and Tié elda-
liéva and Ilsalunté Valion have drawn up elaborate ritual calendars that dedicate each moon celebra-
tion to one of the Valar (Davidsen, 2017b). Members of Ti€ eldaliéva and Ilsalunté Valion also believe
that the Blessed Realm, the abode of the Valar in Tolkien’s mythology, exists on some spiritual plane,
and they travel there to visit the Valar (and the Elves and Maiar) in ritual. The structure of these rituals
is inspired by wiccan and neo-shamanic practices, but crucially the Valar are believed to be who Tol-
kien says they are (cosmological mode) and not just allegories for other deities (mythopoeic mode).
Similarly, Jedi Realists and Jediists consider the storyline in Star Wars to be fictional, but neverthe-
less believe that the Force exists in our world (Davidsen, 2016a, 2017a). And even though members
of the Jedi Community consider Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi to be fictional characters imagined by
George Lucas, they quote and discuss the wisdom about the Force taught by these spiritual teachers.
Indeed, Jediists and Jedi Realists enlist the authority of the Star Wars Jedi masters both when their
own Force theology aligns with the Force theology in Star Wars (i.e., the Force is in itself good; the
“dark side” refers to the instrumental and egoistic use of the Force and has no being of its own) and
when they, inspired by the notion of yin and yang in Taoism, depart from the theology in Star Wars
(i.e., by viewing the Force in dualistic terms and considering “balance in the Force” to require equal
measures of the light side and the dark side). In terms of practice, Jedi Realists and Jediists alike me-
diate to “feel the Force,” and Jediists, who more than the Jedi Realists see the Force as a providential
power with a will and a plan for the world, may also pray to the Force.

Practitioners fully committed to using fantasy fiction in the cosmological mode are rare, but it is
striking that many individuals oscillate between the mythopoeic and cosmological modes. In many
cases, the cosmological mode governs ritual practice (which, even when experimental or playful,
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entails working with fictional entities and powers as if they were literally real), whereas individuals
fall back on the more cautious mythopoeic stance when justifying the practice to themselves and oth-
ers. We see this oscillation within the Jedi Community whose beliefs and rituals are taken right out
of the Star Wars films (cosmological mode), but where members sometimes stress that the fictional
Force in Star Wars (which Lucas created) refers only metaphorically to the real Force that they work
with and which reveals itself in all the world’s religions (mythopoeic mode; Davidsen, 2017a, 23—
24). As a second example of oscillation between the mythopoeic and cosmological modes, one may
consider the reception of Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s fiction by Helena Petrovna (Madame) Blavatsky,
co-founder of the Theosophical Society. The mythopoeic mode is at work in the passage of The Se-
cret Doctrine where Blavatsky argues that Bulwer-Lytton’s notion of Vril, mentioned in 7he Coming
Race (1871), is a fictional reference to the real esoteric force known to the Atlanteans as mash-mak
(1888, 563). But when she in a letter suggests that the Ascended Masters count the adept Zanoni, from
Bulwer-Lytton’s 1842 story of the same name, as one of their own, she slides into the cosmological
mode (Strube, 2013, 65).°

The Historical Mode

As mentioned in the introduction, religious narratives proper (such as the Christian Gospels) have
reference ambition, which is to say that these texts themselves aim to be read in the historical mode
as (relatively) accurate accounts of supernatural interventions in actual history. This is so even if such
texts are often de facto approached, especially in modern times, in the cosmological, mythopoeic, or
fictional modes. Fantasy fiction, by contrast, lacks reference ambition by definition and, therefore,
does not lend itself well to a historical reading. In fact, the historical use of fantasy fiction seems re-
stricted to Tolkien spirituality, and even in this context it is a minority position. Ravenwolf Neurion,
a proponent of the historical approach to Tolkien’s mythology, has summed up his position as follows
(spelling corrected):

Here’s what I honestly believe. Middle-earth and the core elements of Tolkien’s Legendarium
happened in real time on this physical world. After the flood (Days of Noah in the Bible, fall
of Atlantis or fall of Numenor—all the same) there was [a] period of several centuries when
Elves and magic still remained strong. [...] At that point we had the full blood and half elves
(like Elrond) who entered hidden realms [...] We also have living people who existed through
the ages right down to this present day who are of part Elf blood from people like Arwen and
Aragorn’s descendants and other part elves.

(Ravenwolf; 2005)

It should be stressed that the majority of those engaged in Tolkien spirituality consider Ravenwolf’s
historical reading of Tolkien to be delusional and prefer to engage Tolkien’s work in the mythopoeic
or cosmological modes.

Fiction-Based Religion in a Strict and a Loose Sense: Fantasy Fiction
as Core or Periphery in Religious Traditions

To get a grip on the different functions that fantasy fiction can play within religious traditions, it is
useful to distinguish between fiction-based religion in a strict and in a loose sense. We have fiction-
based religion in the strict sense when a particular corpus of a fantasy fiction serves as the narrative
core of a religious tradition; when this is the case, the fantasy fiction in question will usually be ap-
proached in the cosmological or historical mode (Davidsen, 2012, 198). In Tié eldaliéva and Ilsalunté
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Valion, Tolkien’s Legendarium constitutes such a narrative core. Members of these “Legendarium
Reconstructionist” groups refer to The Silmarillion as “Our Bible,” engage in meticulous Tolkien
exegesis, and have crafted belief charters, ritual calendars, and magical correspondence tables that
draw exclusively on Tolkien’s mythology (Davidsen, 2014, 379-431, 2017b). They also tend to view
other religions through a Tolkienesque lens, arguing, for example, that the gods and goddesses of the
world’s various pantheons are really the Valar appearing in different guises (Davidsen, 2017b, 27).
(That is, they interpret Tolkien’s stories in the cosmological mode and all other mythologies in the
mythopoeic mode). Within the Jedi Community, we see the same, just with the Star Wars movies—
and, for many Jedi Realists, also the novels and role-playing material from the so-called Expanded
Universe—as the narrative core. It is Star Wars that provides the raison d’étre for the Jedi Commu-
nity and determines the core belief (in the Force), ritual (meditation to feel the Force), identity (as
Jedi Knight), ethics (the Jedi Code), and social organization (with master and apprentices; Davidsen,
2017a). Jediists (and to a lesser extent Jedi Realists) may peruse new age, esoteric, Western Bud-
dhist, and Christian literature for additional spiritual inspiration, but they do so within a Star Wars
frame of reference where literature from other religious traditions is used to shed light on the deeper
nature of the Force. In other words: the Legendarium Reconstructionist Tolkien groups and the Jedi
Community show structural similarities to conventional religions, such as Judaism, Christianity, and
Hinduism, that all, too, revolve around a more or less fixed narrative core. The only difference is that
the Legendarium Reconstructionists and the Jedi Community have “adopted,” as the narrative core of
their tradition, somebody else’s fantasy fiction.

By contrast, we may speak of fiction-based religion in a loose sense, when the fantasy fiction that
inspires and sustains belief is used only as a secondary textual resource within a religious tradition
that has another, non-fictional scriptural core. This is the case in various branches of neo-paganism
that approach J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter, Terry Pratchett’s Discworld series, and other works of
fantasy in the binocular mode as stories pointing vaguely to the reality of magic. It is also the case
for Christians who read C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe in the mythopoeic mode,
interpreting Aslan as a transfigured Christ (on Lewis: Stausberg, 2020, 327-36). In both cases, au-
diences place fantasy fiction in the periphery of a religious tradition that includes a narrative core
read in the cosmological or historical modes—various pre-Christian mythologies in the case of neo-
paganism, and the Gospels and more broadly the Bible in the case of Christianity. Secondary fantasy
fiction interpreted in the light of primary religious narratives can either be “adopted” (Rowling and
Pratchett did not intend to promote neo-paganism) or it can be written for this very purpose (Lewis
intended the Chronicles of Narnia to introduce young people to Christianity). When fantasy fiction
is written with the aim to convey a religious message, we may speak of “religious fantasy fiction.”
George Lucas, too, conceived of his Star Wars movies as religious fantasy fiction. In an interview
with Bill Moyers, Lucas stated that he “put the Force into the movie in order to awaken a certain kind
of spirituality in young people—more a belief in God than a belief in any particular religious system”
(Moyers, 1999; cf. Davidsen, 2017a, 11). Like Lewis, Lucas intended his narratives to be consumed
in the mythopoeic mode with the Force as a metaphor for God (and they often are); he did not want,
nor foresee, that some people would go one step further, adopt a cosmological mode, and consider the
Force in Star Wars to be a direct reference to a real Force in the actual world.®

In theosophy and ceremonial magic, as well as in their later offshoots, such as new age, Satan-
ism, chaos magic, and wicca, we encounter a related dynamic. The textual core of these traditions
is discursive rather than narrative, in the sense that the tradition-defining texts, such as Blavatsky’s
The Secret Doctrine (1888), Spangler’s Revelation: The Birth of a New Age (1971), LaVey’s The
Satanic Bible (1969), Carroll’s Liber Null & Psychonaut (1987), and Gardner’s Witchcraft Today
(1954), are of an argumentative kind. It seems that religious traditions such as these, which lack a
narrative core, tend to go for the second best—a narrative periphery of fantasy fiction. Again, this
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fantasy fiction can be “adopted,” as we have seen with theosophy adopting Bulwer-Lytton’s fiction
and Satanism and chaos magic adopting Lovecraft’s Cthulhu Mythos. But religious leaders may
also take the pen in their own hands and write religious fantasy fiction themselves. Some examples
of theosophical, wiccan, and new age fiction of this religious-didactic sort written to complement
more central non-narrative religious works include Dion Fortune’s The Sea Priestess (1938), Gerald
Gardner’s A Goddess Arrives (Scire, 1939), and James Redfield’s The Celestine Prophecy (1993).7
Obviously, religious-didactic fiction may also be written by authors who do not have a leading role
in a religious organization. One of the most sold and influential works of religious fantasy fiction is
Paulo Coelho’s new age fable The Alchemist (1993; cf. Stausberg, 2020, 628-36).

Legitimizing Religious Use of Fantasy Fiction

Of the various legitimation strategies employed to justify the religious use of fiction, the appeal to
revelation is by far the most common. Already in Isis Unveiled, Blavatsky commented that Bulwer-
Lytton’s fiction “sounds more like the faithful echo of memory than the exuberant outflow of mere
imagination” (1877, 285), and fifty years later, C. Nelson Stewart argued that Bulwer-Lytton’s sto-
ries “Zicci” and “A Strange Story” were based on dreams of a sort which “we should now call
‘astral experiences’ ” (1927, 17). In a similar way Kenneth Grant claimed that the Necronomicon, a
forbidden grimoire featured in Lovecraft’s fiction, in fact refers to secret lore existing in the Akashic
Records which Lovecraft had unconsciously perused and worked into his tales.® It is for this reason,
argued Grant, that Lovecraft’s Mythos constitutes valid material for magical work (cf. Gonce, 2003,
102—11). Tolkien, too, has been claimed to have read the Akashic Records (Knight, 1990, 136), and
Terry Donaldson, creator of The Lord of the Rings Tarot Deck & Card Game, has suggested that
Tolkien channeled his entire work (cf. Davidsen, 2014, 307). Stephen Hoeller, the leader of the Los
Angeles-based Ecclesia Gnostica, proposed that Tolkien had accessed what Henry Corbin has called
the Imaginal Realm and that his narratives provide a gateway for others into this spiritual realm, an
idea adopted by Tolkien-based groups such as Tié eldaliéva and Ilsalunté Valion (Davidsen, 2014,
385, 424-25, 2017b, 25-26). Crucially, individuals involved in Lovecraftian magic and Tolkien
spirituality find support for their legitimization efforts in Lovecraft’s and Tolkien’s letters, which
contain evidence of the fervent dream lives of both authors and, in the case of Tolkien, of his experi-
ence of “reporting” or “recording” rather than “inventing” his secondary world (Davidsen, 2014,
372-74).

Practitioners of fiction-based religion committed to the cosmological or historical modes some-
times top off the appeal to revelation with additional legitimization strategies. Practitioners of Tolkien
spirituality refer to their own experiences, induced by trance-work and pathworking, as proof of the
existence of the Elves and the Valar, and members of the Tribunal of the Sidhe argue that Tolkien was
an astral being who chose to be incarnated in human form to bring certain truths into this world, truths
that he communicated in secret form through his fiction (Davidsen, 2014, 228). Other practitioners
of Tolkien spirituality seek evidence for the historicity of Tolkien’s narratives, for example, by com-
paring the coastline of Middle-earth with that of Europe before the Ice Age (Davidsen, 2014, 422).
Members of the Jedi Community use an opposite strategy (Davidsen, 2017a, 23-24). Being some-
what embarrassed by the fact that they base their religion on a movie series, they do not frame George
Lucas as a prophet but prefer to emphasize the similarities between the Force religion taught by Yoda
and those religions they themselves deem authoritative (mainly Buddhism and Christianity). They
also cite new age science publications that claim that quantum mechanics and other frontier fields of
natural science have proven the ultimately spiritual nature of energy. The references to authoritative
religion and authoritative science have the same function: to provide backing for Yoda’s teachings
about the Force from respected sources external to the Star Wars universe.
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The Religious Affordance of Fantasy Fiction

Not all works of fantasy fiction lend themselves equally well to religious use. Religious communities
and traditions have emerged from Star Wars and Tolkien’s literary mythology, but Frank Herbert’s
Dune books have not moved anyone to emulate the religion of the Fremen, fans of James Cameron’s
Avatar do not worship Eywa, and the readers of George R.R. Martin’s 4 Song of Ice and Fire series
have not felt an urge to address the Seven, the Drowned God, or the Red God R’hllor in prayer.
Why this difference? Drawing on narratology and theories of how religious narratives work, I have
explored this question together with colleagues in a thematic issue of the journal Religion (see espe-
cially Davidsen, 2016b, and compare Cusack, 2016a; Feldt, 2016; Petersen, 2016). The general pic-
ture emerging from this work is that fantasy fiction has “religious affordance,” i.e., affords religious
use, if it features narrative religion that can be used as a model for religious belief and practice in the
actual world, and if an aura of veracity is created around that narrative religion so that it becomes
detachable from its fictional frame.

We have narrative religion when human-like characters discuss religious beliefs, engage in reli-
gious rituals, or have religious visions, but also when gods and angels appear explicitly as characters
in the story. Features of narrative religion that seem to increase the religious affordance of fantasy
fiction include the following:

* The protagonist is explicitly involved, and easy-to-emulate rituals, gestures, and sayings are pre-
sent (such as the water-sharing ritual and the greeting “Thou Art God” in Heinlein’s Stranger in a
Strange Land;, cf. Cusack, 2016a).

* An extraordinary identity is provided that can make one feel special (e.g., it is cool to be a Jedi
Knight or an EIf).

* The narrative religion resonates with the audience’s concerns and interests and provides a new
language to speak of beliefs already held (this seems to be the great strength of the concept of “the
Force” from Star Wars).

* The divine beings with whom humans or humanlike characters exchange are benign and respon-
sive (note: the divine beings in Martin’s 4 Song of Ice and Fire are not).

» The divine beings are of a spiritual nature, and therefore easy to “detach” from the fictional story-
world (note: Avatar has all of the above—an iconic greeting [“I see you”], an extraordinary iden-
tity one can metaphorically adopt [na’vi], a fashionable moral message [warning against greed and
the environmental crisis], and a benign divine being [Eywa]. But Eywa is physical and undetach-
able from fictional Pandora, and presumable for that reason, no Avatar-based religion came off the
ground, but see Davidsen, 2010).

Obvious intertextual loans from existing religious traditions limit religious use to the binocular and
mythopoeic modes. This is the case with religious fiction, such as Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe, which is meant to be read in the mythopoeic mode as a Christian allegory. The explicit
loans from Islam in Herbert’s Dune and the loans from both Islam and Hinduism in Robert Jordan’s
Wheel of Time series, too, seem to stand in the way of a cosmological/literal adoption of the religion
of the Fremen or of the Aes sedai similar to the Jedi Community’s adoption of the Force religion of
the Jedi Knights from Star Wars.

The religious affordance of fantasy fiction can be enhanced if an aura of veracity is constructed
around the narrative religion in the work in question. This can be done in three main ways. First,
authoritative teacher figures may instruct less knowledgeable characters with whom the reader can
identify on religious matters. Jesus serves this function vis-a-vis the disciples in the Christian Gos-
pels, and Yoda serves it vis-a-vis Luke Skywalker in Star Wars (Davidsen, 2016b, 532-33). Second,
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the narrator may demonstrate that what the teacher figures preach is true, by presenting supernatural
agents, places, and processes as straightforwardly real within the story-world (Davidsen, 2016b, 530—
32). In Tolkien’s literary mythology, we have an example of this when Eru and the Valar appear and
act as characters in The Silmarillion (whereas they are only spoken of in The Lord of the Rings). Third,
the author may endorse the narrative religion as true, worthy, and relevant in letters (such as Tolkien’s
letters on how his stories were seemingly revealed to him, discussed above) or in interviews (such as
Lucas’ interview with Moyers in which he said that he put the Force into the movies to make young
people interested in God, also mentioned above; Davidsen, 2016b, 540—41). The author may also blur
the distinction between himself and his text-internal narrator; Lovecraft does this when he draws on
material from his own haunting dreams in the description of his narrator-protagonists’ dream visions.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have explored how fantasy fiction may be used religiously, how individuals legiti-
mize their religious use of fantasy fiction, and why certain fantasy texts have greater religious af-
fordance than others. A few general conclusions emerge. (1) An analytical distinction can be drawn
between religious narratives and fantasy fiction: both genres include supernatural elements (narrative
religion), but only religious narratives claim to speak of supernatural interventions in the actual world
(they have reference ambition) whereas fantasy fiction is non-referential. (2) Because fantasy fiction
is recognized as fiction, readers rarely consider the storyline of fantasy fiction to be actual history
(though some do and read fantasy fiction in the historical mode). Even so, readers often take fantasy
fiction to carry some religious truth. Readers may either take fantasy fiction to point to other, more
authoritative and non-fictional religious sources (binocular mode), to present supernatural entities in
transfigured form (mythopoeic mode), or to be fictional stories about supernatural beings and places
that exist in the actual world (cosmological mode). (3) When fantasy fiction is used in the cosmologi-
cal (or historical) modes, distinct communities and traditions may arise. The best examples of such
fiction-based religions are the Jedi Community based on Star Wars and the spiritual Tolkien milieu
based on Tolkien’s Middle-earth saga. (4) Religious communities that base themselves on fiction
experience a greater need to legitimize their beliefs than do members of more conventional religious
groups, but the legitimization strategies employed are well known: it may be claimed that the fiction
is in fact based on revelation (Lovecraftian magic; Tolkien spirituality), or that the religious teachings
contained in the fictional text express perennial wisdom and/or are proved by science (Jedi Commu-
nity). (5) Not all pieces of fantasy fiction have the same degree of religious affordance. An explicit
and engaging narrative religion with benign and responsive divine exchange partners and an extraor-
dinary identity enhances religious affordance, as does the endorsement of the truth and relevance of
the narrative religion by the author, or by a narrator or teacher figure speaking on the author’s behalf.

Notes

1 Tuse the term “fantasy”/“fantasy fiction” as shorthand for what might more precisely be labelled supernatural
fiction, i.e., fiction that features supernatural agents, worlds, and/or processes within its story-world. I thus
extend the category of fantasy to include portions of horror and science fiction.

2 Because religious narratives have what Torsten Pettersson (2005) calls reference ambition, they belong to the
broader category of non-fiction. This is so, even if a contemporary reader may judge the supernatural claims
put forward in such texts as implausible. By contrast, fictional texts, including fantasy fiction, are “nonrefer-
ential” (Cohn, 1999, 12) because they lack reference ambition; they do not tell of the actual world, but project
a fictional world of their own making.

3 The reader may compare the argument here to Cusack’s discussion of her own position in relation to those of
Possamai and myself (Cusack, 2016b).
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4 This is not the place to rehearse in detail the debates within the study of religion on how to properly define
religion (substantively or functionally; stipulatively or prototypically), and on whether defining religion is
desirable at all, or even possible. A reader interested in these debates may consult Platvoet and Molendijk
(1999). Schilbrack (2017) provides a philosophical argument for the position adopted here, i.e., that religion
can be defined and should be defined substantively and stipulatively.

5 Since this chapter focuses on contemporary religious uses of fantasy fiction, I mention Blavatsky’s use of
Bulwer-Lytton’s fiction only briefly. For a fascinating discussion of this case, the reader may consult Frensch-
kowski (2021). A briefer discussion can be found in Davidsen (2014, 90-95).

6 Another example of a religious group drawing literal inspiration from a text that was meant to carry spiritual
significance only metaphorically is Ernst Bernhardt’s Gralsbewegung (Grail Movement) which was based
largely on Richard Wagner’s opera Parsifal (Gruber, 2009, 32-34).

7 See Gilhus and Mikaelsson (2013) for an overview of early theosophical fiction written with a religious-
didactic aim. Cusack (2012, 166) mentions that George Ivanovich Gurdjieff aimed to convey the message of
his “Work” with his fictional trilogy Beelzebub s Tales to His Grandson (1950), Meetings with Remarkable
Men (1963), and Life Is Real Only When ‘I Am’ (1975).

8 According to theosophy and anthroposophy, the Akashic Records is a spiritual compendium which stores in-
formation on everything that has ever happened and will happen. It is believed to be located on a non-material
plane.
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