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“Fr Candido asked an 11-year-old boy some tough questions after he became convinced of the presence of a demon. He asked: “On earth there are many great scientists, some very fine intellects, who deny the existence of God and your existence. What do you say to that?” And the boy immediately answered: ”Those are not very fine intellects. They are very fine mediocrities!” And Fr Candido added, referring to the demons, “There are others who knowingly deny God with their will. What do you call these?” The small possessed boy jumped up in fury: “Be careful. Remember that we wanted to reclaim our freedom even before him. We told him No forever.”


“The exorcist continued: “Explain to me what is the meaning of reclaiming your freedom before God, when you are nothing if you are separated from Him, just as I am nothing? I command you, in the name of God: tell me what you achieved that is positive? Come on, speak!”  The demon, full of anger and fear, twisted, drooled and sobbed in a horrible way, not possible for an 11-year old and said: “Do not test me like this! Do not test me like this!”


Both last week and this week our Sunday Gospels mention Jesus performing exorcisms, yet this is an aspect of his ministry which we preachers gloss over with slight embarrassment. We hasten to focus the congregation’s attention upon a more cheerful text. 


Very few of us clergy – in one sense, thank God - have much experience of exorcism or liberating people from demonic oppression. In any case, one has to have a bishop’s licence to carry out the full ritual of exorcism, although many more of us will have engaged in some permitted form of deliverance prayer at times. The grace of baptism protects people from many of the diabolical attacks which plague the non-Christian.


Last year Fr Gabriele Amorth published an English translation of his book: “An Exorcist tells his Story.” (Ignatius Press). Fr Amorth, at least, is someone who knows what he is talking about. For more than ten years he has been Exorcist of the Diocese of Rome, appointed by Cardinal Ugo Poletti, the Pope’s Vicar General. He trained under a very holy Passionist priest, Fr Candido Amantini, mentioned in the narrative above, who held that same office for 36 years.


Fr Amorth’s book appears to be unique: the only available account of a living exorcist about his ministry. He has dealt with 30,000 cases, many of them from outside Italy: from France, Austria, Germany, Switzerland, Spain and England. They came to Rome because the ministry of exorcism was neglected in their own dioceses. Their bishops had no experience, and they had not appointed anyone to take on the ministry. Or else they sent the afflicted to psychiatrists and doctors, who were unable to help.


We read in Mark 1:32-39, how on the sabbath evening at Capernaum, the people brought to Jesus: “all who were sick or possessed with demons . . .And he healed many who were sick with various diseases, and cast out many demons; and he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him. . . And He went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons.”


If, with our superior 21st century knowledge, we smile condescendingly at these “mythical” stories of evil spirits, then we are very naïve. The Gospels clearly distinguish between the physically sick, and those who are daimonizoumenoi – demonised. As far back as 1583 (Synod of Reims) the Church has warned priests not to mistake mental illness for diabolical infestation.

This so-called primitive Jewish world picture, inhabited by demons and angels, is actually more complete than was the 20th century de-supernaturalised materialistic world-view. Angels and fallen angels are a spiritual reality: if you do not believe me, I pray that you may meet the former to convince you, but I fear you are more likely to fall unguardedly into the clutches of the latter.

Vatican II reminded us of the devil’s existence in Gaudium et Spes 13. In 1975 the Vatican published a complete document on demonology. The new rite of Exorcism was published in 1999.

Fr Amorth describes how, when an afflicted person first comes to him, he gives them a “blessing” – the start of the rite of exorcism. If they are genuinely suffering from demonic affliction, there is often a direct reaction, and some improvement in the following days. If not, then it is probably merely a psychological condition. Thus the Rite of Exorcism has a diagnostic function. However, demons do try to hide themselves, and are reluctant to talk unless forced. Sometimes they will not manifest their presence until the second or third session of prayer.

Who is targeted by the Evil One? Well, we all are, by temptation. But the more serious afflictions of obsession (where one area of a person’s life is under demonic compulsions), or possession (where the devil can take control of the whole person for a period) come about by spells, curses and sorcery, or by persisting in a grave and hardened state of sin: lack of faith, irregular marriages, abortion, homosexuality, drug addiction etc. 

Involvement in the occult is an open invitation to the malign spirits: satanism, witchcraft, associating with witch doctors, spiritualists, mediums, clairvoyants, or any white or black magic. A hedonistic lifestyle, cult involvement and some eastern meditation practices also open one up to the demons.

Fr Amorth stresses that it is the Lord who liberates and exorcises. The timing depends upon him. Often it takes many prayer sessions, depending how long the evil has taken root. The victim must be prepared to amend his life, repent sin, pray frequently and frequent the sacraments. 

Prayer support from the victim’s family, religious communities, prayer groups and parishes is very beneficial. He makes regular use of exorcised water, salt and oil, which any priest can bless in accordance with the old Roman ritual. He stresses the importance of criucifixes, sacred images and medals in our homes and on our persons. The Rosary and the words of Scripture are also very efficacious against evil.

Not every exorcism is successful, but God never allows the exorcist to be hurt, unlike in the Hollywood versions. But by delivering tormented souls from the afflictions of Satan, exorcism demonstrates the complete victory of Christ over the prince of this world: and there is no greater Good News than this.

