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PROLOGUE

Caterina seems the picture of normalcy. Tall, blue-eyed, and blond, the forty-five-year-old Italian woman has the slender, taut body of the professional dancer she is. She comes from a good family, the daughter of a surgeon and a music teacher. She speaks calmly and intelligently, not an intellectual but a person with education and grace.

Her exorcist is Father Efrem Cirlini of Bologna.

At seventy-nine years of age, Father Efrem is one of the oldest of Italy’s approximately 350 exorcists. He looks a bit like Santa Claus, a man with a full, bushy white beard who cuts a rotund figure under his roughhewn tan cassock. He wears a thick leather belt around his ample waist and a tiny wooden cross pinned to the left side of his chest. Caterina and Efrem have been meeting weekly for years, sometimes just for prayer, and sometimes for what both describe as a full-blown exorcism of the demons that possess this troubled woman.

An authentic exorcism, like psychotherapy, is not a one-shot deal. It can take many, many attempts to banish the devil. What happens in Italy, in numerous Catholic churches, is a Vatican-sanctioned ritual involving people who truly believe. This is not Hollywood.

On a hot late summer morning, Caterina and Efrem met for one of their sessions. It was a Friday, and these appointments are as much a part of Caterina’s schedule as going to the dentist or teaching one of her dance classes. She stepped casually through the heavy wooden doors of the sixteenth-century Ss. Gregorio e Siro Church, on a back street in central Bologna, where Father Efrem practices. Outside, Smart cars and motorbikes pushed through a city as famous for its communist governments as its renaissance architecture, with buildings the color of terra cotta. Inside, elderly women dressed all in black whispered prayers at small hushed chapels and lit devotional candles. Modernity and tradition, two worlds seemingly as different as could be. And yet here they do not collide, they intersect. A contemporary Bolognan seeks help in an ancient ritual.

Father Efrem and Caterina began solemnly and rhythmically with prayers and blessings. But within minutes Caterina transformed into another soul, at times angry, at times mournful, emitting voices from some unknown place deep in her body and bone-chilling screams that echoed under the vaulted ceilings of a side room inside the cavernous medieval church.

“Padre nostro, che sei nei cieli, sia santificato il tuo nome,” they recited at first, in unison. “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name . . .”

Caterina sat in a green plastic chair in the center of the room. The tools of the exorcism were laid out on a large oval wooden table to one side: the red book of rites and prayers; a silver crucifix; a bottle of holy water from Lourdes, and a small plastic canister of holy oil. Efrem lifted and placed a purple satin stole around his neck, then stood off to Caterina’s right side. Her eyes darted around the room, finally focusing on a distant point. She worked her right thumb against her left hand, rubbing, kneading, worrying.

“Ave Maria, full of grace. . . . Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. . . .”

Efrem moved behind Caterina, placed his hands on her head, and then anointed her forehead, making the sign of the cross with holy oil. It is these blatantly religious symbols that most pester the devil, say priests. Immediately Caterina’s face contorted, her cheeks flushed. Efrem pressed on, making signs of the cross on each hand and the nape of her neck. She grimaced, as if in pain. Her voice suddenly became weak and raspy, even as she continued to attempt to recite a prayer. “Gesù Cristo! Jesus Christ!” Then her body convulsed violently, a seizure wringing her lanky frame. 

“I can’t do it!” she boomed in a voice deeper than what seemed possible. Repeatedly she exhaled air, blowing through her lips almost comically, like a child blowing bubbles, and as if she were expelling inner toxic fumes. She shook her head back and forth, back and forth.

Alternately, her normal voice returned, then other voices emerged: the hoarse, laryngitis voice; a little girl voice; and most dramatically, the deep masculine voice. At times, she even spoke of herself using masculine verb conjugations and pronouns. It was, Efrem explained later, the devil himself speaking.

Alarmed but persistent, Father Efrem placed a large crucifix against her throat. “Pray for us!” he implored to a litany of saints. “Saint Michael, pray for us. Saint Gabriel, pray for us. Saint Raphael, pray for us.” Caterina attempted to push the cross away and rolled her eyes in disgust. Her violent reactions surged when the priest uttered the name of John Paul II, the late pope. She clasped her head, then hurled forward. Each time the priest removed the cross, she lost her voice again, choking. “Signore pietà. Lord, have pity!” Efrem cried. “Free us, oh Lord!” Suddenly, Caterina began emitting groans that sounded like a monster vomiting. Over and over. She sat ramrod erect in the green chair, her hands frozen into claws. “This is foul!” she growled, huffing. “Basta stupido prete! Enough, you stupid priest!”

Father Efrem stepped away and retrieved the thin red book containing the exorcism rites. Clutching the crucifix in his right hand, he crossed himself three times, on the forehead, lips, and left side of his chest. He moved behind Caterina again, touched her head, and began to read the exorcism prayer. She closed her eyes, then her face contorted. The bones of her face were more pronounced, her aspect more gaunt. She wrung her hands together relentlessly.

“Basta gia!” she moaned, stamping her foot. “I can’t take this anymore! Basta gia, prete!”

“Renounce Satan!” Efrem intoned. “Renounce the seduction of evil! Renounce Satan!”

“No!” Caterina called back. “No! No! No!”

Then, shaking her head, her index finger raised to her lips, she hissed, “Shhhhhhh!”

“Do you believe in God?” Efrem demanded. Caterina struggled to respond. She stamped her foot again, grabbed her head, and exhaled heavily. In the tiniest, barely audible voice, she muttered, “I believe.”

“Do you believe in Jesus Christ?” Efrem again demanded.

She cringed, closed her eyes tightly, opened them, and focused high on the ceiling. Again, a voice fighting to be heard said, “I believe.”

Quickly Efrem launched into another round of “Our Father who art in heaven.” Caterina’s body twitched as the priest prayed over her. “Please, please, enough!” she cried. “Sono stufo! I am fed up with this! Basta, prete!” He placed his purple stole over her right shoulder, and she lurched forward and screamed, “Basta!” She then froze in pain, her head slowly shaking back and forth. Standing behind her, he held the stole in place with his right hand. In his left hand he held the crucifix, which he touched to her left shoulder. He bent over her head as if to embrace her with his body. 

“Ti comando, Satana! I command you, Satan! Leave Caterina, servant of God!”

She leaned forward, her face again an ugly mask of pain. The monster again vomited, long, harsh, guttural screams of anguish from deep inside a tortured soul.

“Leave this creature! Vattene, Satana! Be gone, Satan!” The priest forced the crucifix against her back. Her head was in her hands. The screams reverberated again and again, each longer and more horrific than the one before it. 

Finally Caterina fell backwards in her chair, her body now limp. “Enough, enough,” she muttered. Then her body lunged forward again and she screamed. She twisted her body to try to push the cross away from her back. She screamed and screamed. Efrem repeated: “Be gone, Satan!”

A scream even deeper than the earlier ones thundered from Caterina: “You stupid priest! Enough, you cretin!” Suddenly, a little girl’s voice followed: “Stop, please, I beg you, stop,” she said amid pitiful sobs. Caterina cried and moaned, and Efrem continued to pray. She doubled forward. “I didn’t want to come here, I didn’t want to. It’s your fault. I hate you!”

The priest wiped her tears, but she pushed him away. As he prayed softly, her body, first her legs, then her torso, twitched. She grimaced, and a stronger, harsher voice returned: “Die, priest! Die, priest! Die, priest! Die, priest!”

“Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death,” Efrem prayed and turned to the next rite, one of healing.

“Heal us, oh Lord! Heal her, oh Lord!”

Caterina abruptly went erect and slid from the chair. “Leave me alone, priest,” she said. “She will never heal! It is useless. Go away! She will never heal!”

The voice from Caterina continued in a singsong taunt of the priest: “She will never heal! She will never heal! She will never heal!”

Efrem was breathless by now, growing weary of the battle. He repeated the prayer of healing. “Heal her, oh Lord! Pray for us!”

“No, no, no!” the voice from Caterina responded. She jerked upright again in the chair. The moaning resumed, but now a bit softer. She seemed to calm. Slowly, she recited a prayer in unison with Efrem.

“Are you alright now?” he asked her. She motioned with her head: more or less.

Efrem sang a chant in the ancient language of Latin. Caterina wept, but quietly, more of relief than anguish. Briefly her body again contorted, but Efrem placed his hands on her shoulders and she grew calm. He touched her with the purple stole and intoned the litany of saints to ask for their prayers.

Caterina brightened. She announced that she was “eighty percent” better. She retied her long blond ponytail and clasped hands with Efrem, who recited another prayer. She joined in easily. She looked straight ahead, then up at her priest. The ordeal was over.

Suddenly, the sky outside clouded over, the room inside went dark.

Panicked, Caterina grabbed the sides of her chair and, still seated, pushed herself backwards a good six feet across the floor. “No! No! No! No!” she shouted in a deep voice. She cried and rocked her head back and forth, beating her fists against the chair. “I told you no!”

Efrem rushed his stole around her shoulders and launched anew into prayer. A creaky, old person’s voice came from Caterina. “Stop it! I said no! I can’t take it anymore,” the voice pleaded.

After a few more minutes of prayer, Caterina calmed down and grew still. Efrem whispered to her that she should now feel better. Slowly, she smiled. Yes, now it was truly over.

Outside, the sun came out again, bathing the room in light.



CHAPTER I

Introduction

From its very first days, the Roman Catholic Church has formally sanctioned exorcisms with enthusiasm that has varied through the centuries—sometimes promoting the ritual overtly, and during other periods, appearing to be embarrassed by it. Jesus Christ performed exorcisms more than 2,000 years ago, according to the Bible, as did his more recent vicar, Pope John Paul II. Believers see the exorcism as a major battle of wills between God and the superior forces of good on one side and evil on the other.

An exorcism is a ritual in which prayer is used to banish the devil, demons, or satanic spirits from a person or place. It is most familiar to Americans through popular culture, through movies like the 1973 horror classic The Exorcist, based on William Peter Blatty’s novel, and its sequels and various knockoffs. Most Americans probably associate the ceremonial flailing and screaming in darkened rooms amid chanting and bizarre, supernatural antics with rogue clerics or Holy Roller evangelists. 

In fact, the procedure is accepted, sanctioned, and performed selectively, but far more commonly than one would expect, as part of Catholic doctrine and especially in Roman Catholic Italy. Many Italian priests and devout Catholics believe in the power of a force known as the devil or demons to vex, possess, and lead astray otherwise normal people. And they believe in the power of prayer to cast him (or it or them) aside. Exorcism comes from the Greek word for oath. An exorcism can be as simple as a prayer, a blessing; or, more rarely, it can be a more dramatic, sometimes violent ritual. It remains, nevertheless, controversial, a phenomenon that is mysterious and anachronistic to the outside world, and one that has many detractors within the Church as well.

No priest has done more to push exorcism into the mainstream than Rome’s Father Gabriele Amorth, arguably modern day’s most famous exorcist. With Amorth as a starting point of reference, this book will examine the rite of exorcism in detail, its history, its decline, and its current revival. Yes, revival. The text of people performing and seeking exorcisms has grown significantly in Italy. We will examine the reasons for this, which range from the kind of promotional work Amorth has done to the endorsement of two popes, a political climate that personifies evil, and the rampant fears of a population increasingly alienated from its moral foundations.  

A debate also persists within the Rome-based Church itself. Priests disagree on how to interpret and analyze the presence of evil and the nature of the devil in the world today. Exorcists disagree on style, conditions, and some of the very definitions that underpin their work. And the Church hierarchy, while defending the necessity and discreet appropriateness of exorcism, continues to harbor deep misgivings over the way it is sometimes practiced. Father Amorth and his very public discussion of exorcism drive some elements of the top Vatican leadership to distraction; they disapprove of his showmanship tendencies. Yet there is no centralized oversight: exorcists report to their bishops, and the amount of autonomy an exorcist has can vary from diocese to diocese. Many Church officials prefer to see this as a fringe issue, noting that those who perform exorcisms are a tiny fraction of the clergy. These priests and other Vatican officials cannot say demonic possession is an impossibility because it is contained in Church dogma. But they fear—with justification—that this uncomfortable topic will be misinterpreted and sensationalized. They would rather it not be highlighted at all, in deference to more positive, life-affirming aspects of the religion.

Evolving thought and concern over exaggeration has prompted the Vatican to slightly change the rules governing exorcism for the first time in several hundred years, in an effort to give a nod to advances in the understanding of medical science and to prevent abuse. We will examine the generational divide within the growing ranks of Italy’s exorcists. The new crop, many of them inspired by Amorth, grapples with concerns about when exorcism is appropriate and whether it might do more harm than good in cases when it is not. Among these is Father Francois-Marie Dermine, the exorcist of Ancona, who thinks perhaps priests have failed in listening to their parishioners. And Father Gabriele Nanni, who manages to balance piety, fundamentalism, and fervent belief in the devil with a scholarly analysis of faith. Members of the older generation, including Amorth and Andrea Gemma, “the only bishop exorcist,” take a more casual, almost cavalier attitude and chafe at the new rules and the on-again, off-again efforts by the Vatican to rein them in.

As conversations with these men reveal, the work of the exorcist is quite delicate, and it remains an unusual calling. Even in Italy, where more people than anywhere else are willing to assume the mantle, the Church says there is a shortage of exorcists who can attend to the thousands of Italians who seek this kind of help. We will look at the somewhat clouded perspective of patients who have spent years with exorcists and also the question of why so many patients are women.

It is also important that the scientific community weigh in, and the attitude there is not as monolithic as one might expect. Certainly many psychologists and medical doctors rail against this practice as primitive and archaic. They challenge the notion of demonic possession in its very essence and say most characteristics displayed by the afflicted can be attributed to hysteria, unconscious role-playing, and high suggestibility on the part of patients. Exorcisms, contend the critics, are a hoax; the procedure is downright dangerous. Failure to discern serious illness, and instead, attributing it to the work of the devil, has led to death in a small text of exorcisms over the years, most notably in the United States and other parts of Europe. And yet there are men and women of science, particularly in Roman Catholic Italy, who are more accepting of the possibility of demonic possession, however rare it might be, and who see a role for prayer and the exorcist. “Science can’t explain everything,” says Salvatore di Salvo, a psychiatrist in the northern city of Turin.

I have approached this topic as a journalist, reserving my own analysis for specific moments and instead allowing exorcists and their patients to describe at length the phenomenon as they see it. I attended Caterina’s exorcism and spent considerable time with her in her day-to-day life. I was allowed to listen to another exorcism that I describe later in the book. With two invaluable colleagues, Maria de Cristofaro and Livia Borghese, I conducted dozens of interviews with priests, psychologists, and historians. I do not attempt to judge the exorcists or their patients, or the Roman Catholic Church. However, the use of exorcisms and, more important, the growing text of Italians who think they need them raise troubling questions about society, organized religion, and mental health, questions that ultimately must be confronted.

Exorcism would seem in every way to conflict with the modern secular world, a world that is both fascinated and repelled by the phenomenon. It also generates conflict within the Church and even among those who practice it. 

In the Blatty novel The Exorcist, the desperate mother Chris MacNeil seeks out Jesuit Father Damien Karras, who is also a psychiatrist, and asks him how she can find someone to perform an exorcism for a victim who she says is possessed. Chris has not yet revealed to Karras that the victim is her daughter. The Jesuit, an intellectual, is flabbergasted and responds dismissively, “Well, first you’d have to put him in a time machine and get him back to the sixteenth century.”1

In fact, they had only to come to Italy.



CHAPTER II

Overview

The devil doesn’t like Latin.

That is one of the first things I learned from Father Gabriele Amorth, long known as Rome’s chief exorcist, even though that has never exactly been his formal title. Perhaps Rome’s chattiest exorcist is the more apt title. Now past the age of eighty, Amorth has dedicated the last decades of his life to regaining a measure of respectability for exorcism. Despite his advancing age, he continues to perform the rite several times a week at his office in Rome. Scores of people seek him out. He prefers to use Latin when he conducts exorcisms, he says, because it is most effective in challenging the devil.

A little over a decade ago, Amorth founded the International Association of Exorcists, which holds a secret exorcists’ convention in Italy every two years. He is the group’s president emeritus. On alternate years, the national association of exorcists meets, also with Amorth in attendance. At the meeting in 2005, held in Todi in the Umbrian hills north of Rome, about 120 exorcists and other priests met to exchange ideas, stories about their cases, and tips on how to handle the delicate task they have undertaken. A handful of laywomen who often assist in exorcisms were also present. (In another sign of the Vatican’s ambivalence, the association does not have official backing from the Congregation for Divine Worship, the division of the Vatican responsible for how rites like exorcism are conducted.)

Father Amorth knows most of the people at the conventions; he has had a hand in recruiting, training, or inspiring many of today’s exorcists. In Italy the text of exorcists has, remarkably, grown tenfold in the last decade, by Amorth’s count. As he slows his pace ever so slightly—old age and the rigors of a strenuous vocation catching up to him—he has overseen a new generation of exorcists and helped fuel a global renaissance of the ritual. “Devil detox” these days is something of a growth industry: in a world awash in catastrophe and unspeakable suffering, many people feel increasingly compelled to see evil in concrete and personified—not to mention simplified—forms, and to find a way to banish the bad. 

For many troubled people, believing in the devil as something real and present helps explain today’s tragedy and chaos. A prayer ritual that gets rid of him offers hope.

But how is evil defined and conceptualized? Is evil, as many people believe, merely the absence of good—privatio boni—a metaphysical concept? Or is evil a force, a physical entity, that acts? Is evil personal or impersonal? Is the devil a symbol or something concrete and real? It is this latter view of evil that is held by many priests and other Catholics for whom exorcism is an acceptable practice, because if evil is an active force, there must be a remedy, a way to combat it. 

As is most obvious in the United States, but also in Europe, the belief in incarnate evil is especially strong among conservative Christians and fundamentalists, factions that are growing in text and clout. They have become the neocons of modern religion. Their way of thinking suggests a more literal interpretation of the Bible and a stark, less nuanced worldview that has been encouraged not just from pulpits but also from certain seats of world power. In the United States, a Harris Poll in December 2005 found that a stunning 60 percent of respondents believed in hell and the devil.1 In the fifth century, Augustine and his peers found it useful to warn of the treacheries of the devil to scare followers into obedience; it was a form of political control. Some elements of organized religion today—notably American Pentecostals and the Catholic Charismatic movement—similarly use fear of a real, potent devil to whip up support and command loyal followings.2 For them, the devil is making a big comeback.

Catholicism is an institution that claims to have central universal themes shared by more than a billion adherents, and that is true. But it is also a religion of great complexity, rolled out across many centuries and many continents and fed today by many different ways of dealing with the difficult.

Priests and devout Catholics cannot reject the possibility of demonic possession and practice of exorcism outright because to do so would go against scripture that enshrines the personification of evil. But they can and do diverge widely on what kind of emphasis should be placed on these themes. Fundamentalists and traditionalists are more inclined to conceive of a God who intervenes directly in the world. And if they believe in God’s miraculous intervention, then they are also more inclined to believe in intervention, action, by the devil, a concrete evil force.

Liberals in the Church do not renounce belief in the reality of evil, but they are more likely to blame personal choice and look to individual responsibility. Where the conservatives cleave to the Bible’s traditional language and literal reading of scripture, the liberals favor reinterpretation. Evil is more subtle, less spectacular, unexpected.

Many critics, however, see the Church’s willingness to use exorcisms at all as a perilous crutch. It allows people to take flight from personal responsibility and constitutes not just a willful ignorance of serious mental illness but also, potentially, an exacerbation of such illness. Where psychiatry and therapy require a person to look within to solve his or her problems, exorcism and blaming the devil allows a person to escape introspection and instead discern only external causes for problems.

But Amorth and other practitioners quickly dismiss the criticism.

“Exorcism is God’s true miracle,” Amorth likes to say. And, he believes, it is a perfectly natural, spiritual reaction and attitude that crosses cultures.

“We of the Bible know that evil spirits are angels created as good by God and who then rebelled against God,” Amorth said during one of our chats at the Society of Saint Paul congregational residence in suburban Rome, where, in a back room, he conducts exorcisms. “But the idea of evil spirits is a universal idea, in all cultures, all religions, all times. Naturally, everybody defends themselves according to their own culture and mentality . . . perhaps resorting to witch doctors or what have you. But all people, all the time, have a perception that spirits of evil exist, from which it is necessary to protect against.”

Italy is a country steeped in its Catholic religiosity. Even though priests bemoan lower attendance at Mass, this remains a country where children are christened, marriages take place in churches, and crucifixes hang in public schools and government buildings. A secular parliament, whose members include Christian Democrats, the heirs of Mussolini’s fascists, and communists, frequently listens to the Vatican’s demands, and the pope and his bishops do not hesitate to attempt to influence elections and public referenda. When Italy’s liberal assisted-fertility legislation was shot down in 2005, the Church might not have pulled the trigger but it certainly helped load the gun; newly elected Pope Benedict XVI led the charge a year later to defeat a referendum that would have restored the laws that made in vitro fertilization available to most Italian women.3
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