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43- Catholic teaching on exorcism: (L) The New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia defines exorcism as (i) the act of driving out, or warding off, demons or evil spirits, from persons, places, or things, which are believed to be possessed or infested by them, or are liable to become victims or instruments of their malice; (ii) the means employed for this purpose, especially the solemn and authoritative adjuration of the demon, in the name of God. Exorcism and deliverance are healing ministries that are very misunderstood both within our church and our larger community. The unpopular reality that devil exists and can affect human life is brought into sharp focus by the promulgation of a revised rite of exorcism for the Catholic Church. De Exorcismus et supplicationibus quibusdam, approved by Pope John Paul II on October 1, 1998, was formally released by the Vatican on January 26, 1999. The new ritual for exorcism replaces one which was promulgated as part of the Roman Ritual of 1614. The new rite confirms "the victory of Christ and the power of the Church over the demons." It points to the rites in the Christian tradition: the "minor exorcism" of catechumens prior to their Baptism and the major exorcisms conducted according to this ritual. The latter are designed to "drive out demons, or bring freedom from demonic influence, through the spiritual authority which Jesus confided in his Church." In introducing the new document to reporters in Rome, Cardinal Jorge Arturo Medina Estevez, the prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship, cautioned that cautioned that, while many Catholics today no longer profess belief in the Devil, that belief "is not a matter of opinion which one can accept or reject; it is an element of faith and Catholic doctrine." The rite of exorcism, rendered gory by Hollywood in films like The Exorcist (a horror film adapted by William Peter Blatty from his 1971 novel of the same name), and The Rite (released in 2011, starring Sir Anthony Hopkins), and ridiculed by many modern believers, has largely fallen out of favor by Catholics in the United States. There are only a handful of priests in the country trained as exorcists, but they say they are overwhelmed with requests from people who fear they are possessed by the Devil. 

The emphasis of the revised ritual: The revised ritual of exorcism renewed the popular interest in diabolical possession and exorcism. This new Vatican document clearly recognizes both the existence of the Devil and the reality of diabolical possession. An Exorcism serves two purposes: (1) It is the act of driving out, or warding off, demons, or evil spirits, from persons, places, or things, which are believed to be possessed or infested by them, or are liable to become victims or instruments of their malice. (2) It is the means employed for this purpose, especially the solemn and authoritative adjuration, in the name of God, of the demon or any of the higher powers to which he is subject. A person who claims to be possessed must be evaluated by doctors to rule out a mental or physical illness, according to Vatican guidelines issued in 1999, which superseded the previous guidelines, issued in 1614. Exorcism is nothing more than a prayer to God, in the name of His Church, to restrain this diabolical power supernaturally, and a profession of faith in His willingness to do so on behalf of His servants on earth. Exorcism must be performed by a priest with the express permission of the bishop, and with the rite provided in the Rituale Romanum. The liturgical ritual itself is centered on supplicatory prayers, asking for God's help, and "imperative" prayers addressed directly to the Devil, commanding him to depart. The prayers are to be said as the exorcist lays his hand on the individual, and are part of an overall ritual which includes specific blessings and sprinklings with holy water. The ritual also includes the litany of the saints, the reading of the Psalms and the Gospel, and a proclamation of faith which may be either the familiar Creed or a simple question-and-answer ("Do you renounce Satan? I do."). The ritual concludes with the kissing of the Cross, and the final prayer, proclaiming the triumph of Christ and his Church. 

Possession and exorcism in the Bible: The New Testament presents several stories of diabolical possession and our Lord's exorcism of the demons. For instance, Jesus exorcized the demons (who identify themselves as "legion") of Gerasa. The possessed man was so strong he was able to pull apart the chains that bound him and smash them. In the end, the demons entered the swine and destroyed them. (Cf. Mk 5:1-20). In each of the exorcism stories, we see the power of Christ triumphantly vanquishing the devil and his demons. (Confer also Matthew 8:16, Mark 1:32-34, Mark 9:32-33, Mark 12:22-28, Mark 1:23-27, Mark 5:2-9, Luke 8:27-30, Luke 9:39-43, Matthew 4:24, Acts 19:13, Ephesians 6:10-13, Mark 9:16-28). Christ also empowered the Apostles to cast out demons in His name: "Then He summoned His twelve disciples and gave them authority to expel unclean spirits and to cure sickness and disease of every kind" (Mt 10:1). The practice of exorcism is recorded in the writings of the early Church Fathers, including St. Justin Martyr (d. 165), Tertullian (d. 230), and St. Cyril of Jerusalem (d. 386). Over the course of the centuries, the Church has well-documented cases of possession and exorcism.

The nature of diabolic possession:  The influence of the demon, as we know from Scripture and the history of the Church, is varied. He may attack man's body from without (obsession), or assume control of it from within (possession). As we gather from the Fathers and the theologians, the soul itself can never be "possessed" nor deprived of liberty, though its ordinary control over the members of the body may be hindered by the obsessing spirit. "Diabolical possession is a phenomenon in which the devil invades the body of a living person and moves the faculties and organs as if he were manipulating a body of his own. The devil truly resides within the body of the unfortunate victim, and he operates in it and treats it as his own property. Those who suffer this despotic invasion are said to be possessed" (Spiritual Theology, p. 408 by Fr. Jordan Aumann, O.P., professor of spiritual theology). Pope Benedict XIV in his teaching De servorum Dei beatificatione, et beatorum canonizatione stated, "Demons, in the individuals whom they possess, are like motors within the bodies which they move, but in such a way that they impress no quality on the body nor do they give it any new mode of existence nor, strictly speaking, do they constitute, together with the possessed person, a single being." 

The symptoms of diabolic possession: In determining whether a person is possessed by the devil or his demons, the Church would first make sure he underwent thorough physical and psychiatric examinations. Eliminating these natural causes, Church officials would seek other signs: unexplainable physical phenomena, such as levitation or the uncaused movement of objects; displaying strength that surpasses one's condition; the knowledge and usage of archaic languages which the person would have no way of previously knowing, such as speaking Aramaic; and the secret knowledge of a person's life, particularly the exorcist's, which no other person would know. Another sign is the vehement aversion to God, the Blessed Mother, the saints, the cross, holy water and sacred images, demonstrated by blasphemous remarks or sacrilegious actions. The devil also reveals his presence by acts of anger and violence, and through blasphemous, sacrilegious, profane, and obscene remarks. The Bishop would authorize an exorcism only after serious examination and a careful weighing of all of the evidence. 

Exorcism as a sacramental:  The rite of exorcism is considered a sacramental, which is a sacred sign "by which effects, especially spiritual effects, are signified in some imitation of the sacraments and are obtained through the intercession of the Church" (Sacrosanctum concilium, 60; see also CCC # 1667-1679) The church offers other actions, especially reception of the sacraments, to help keep evil and sin away from people. Often, receiving the sacrament of penance is much more powerful than an exorcism. Prayer and the reception of the Eucharist at Mass are other effective, preventative measures to keep evil away and stay in a state of grace and communion with our God. At Baptism, the rite of exorcism is performed in a very simple form. During the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA), a process to become a Roman Catholic, the unbaptized candidates undergo a series of three rites each individually called “a scrutiny” where the candidates reflect on their lives and the priest performs a simple form of exorcism during these rites. 
The exorcist:  Under Canon Law, only those priests who get permission from their bishops can perform an exorcism after proper training. A solemn or major exorcism, according to the Church’s teachings "is directed at the expulsion of demons or to the liberation from demonic possession through the spiritual authority which Jesus entrusted in his Church." Solemn exorcisms, according to the Canon law of the church, can be exercised only by an ordained priest, with the express permission of the local bishop, and only after a careful medical examination to exclude the possibility of mental illness. The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains that an exorcism occurs when the Church, in the person of an exorcist, asks "publicly and authoritatively" in Christ's name "that a person or object be protected against the power of the evil one and withdrawn from his dominion” (CCC # 1673). The rite of exorcism is a means of relieving a type of suffering that seems to go beyond pain, and to help friends and family members as well. The exorcist sees exorcism as a means of relieving the suffering of the afflicted victim, helping the victim’s friends and family members and restoring  grace to the vexed souls.

The procedure: Once the need for a formal exorcism is determined, the rite is conducted in a private setting such as a church, a holy space if no church is available, or a person's home, where family members can be present. The rite of exorcism is a means of relieving a type of suffering that seems to go beyond pain, and to help friends and family members as well. The priest should caution the possessed person, as much as that person is capable, to prepare for the exorcism by prayer, fasting, confession, and communion. While the rite is in progress, the individual should try to maintain a lively faith in God's goodness, and trust in His holy will. All idle and curious questioning of the demon should be avoided, and the prayers should be read with great faith. The Blessed Sacrament is not to be brought near the body of the obsessed during exorcism for fear of possible irreverence; but the crucifix, holy water, and, where available, relics of the saints are to be employed. In a case where the possession is deep-seated, it may take more than one performance of the rite over a period of months or even years to dispel the devil. The reality is that a full exorcism is a rare thing, but we still have to have people who know how to do that because the reality is that it's not unheard of. (L)
Sources and resources: 1) http://www.catholicessentials.net/exorcism.htm
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