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Jesus “summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits with power to cast them out and to cure all kinds of diseases and sickness.” (Matt 10:1) Exorcisms were part of the Apostles’ mission from the earliest times, a commission passed down to bishops today:


“By the living God, by the true God, by the Holy God, I exorcise you, unclean spirit, enemy of faith, adversary of the human race, bringer of death, father of lies, root of every evil, seducer of mankind, cause of every suffering.


“I command you, accursed serpent, in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, leave this creature of God and depart from him/her.


“Christ Himself commands you, He Who from the height of His power plunged you down into the eternal darknesses. Christ commands you, He the Lord of sea, winds and storms.


“Christ the eternal Word of God made flesh commands you, He Who to save the human race, in perdition because of your envy, humbled Himself making Himself obedient unto death. Fear Him Who was immolated in Isaac, sold in Joseph, sacrificed in the paschal lamb and crucified in man, and has triumphed over hell.


“Give up Your place to Christ: in Him there is nothing of you.


“Humble yourself beneath the powerful hand of God; tremble and flee as you hear invoked the Holy Name of Jesus, which makes the infernal powers shake, and to which all celestial hierarchies are subject: Virtues, Powers, Dominations; the Cherubim and Seraphim praise Him unceasingly crying out: Holy, holy, holy, Lord God of the universe. Depart, therefore, in the name of the Father ( and of the Son ( and of the Holy ( Spirit. Yield your place to the Holy Spirit, by this sign of the Holy ( Cross of Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns for ever and ever. Amen.”







(unofficial translation from the Italian)

This prayer comes from the official Rite of Exorcism (1999). Recently my curiosity was satisfied when I acquired an Italian version from www.ixtmedia.com, the Vatican on-line bookshop. It is a subject almost ignored in seminary theological studies.

Anyway, Lex orandi, lex credendi – the law of prayer is the law of belief:  The official prayers of exorcism of the Roman Church express her faith, ancient and yet modern, tailored to the needs of today’s world. No doubt ICEL translators are hard at work producing the English version, but despair not, the devil understands Latin and Italian.

The Rite is for the use of Diocesan Exorcists, priests of outstanding piety, integrity and maturity, licensed by the Bishop to tackle hauntings, possessions and things that go bump in the night. The Ritual also contains some devotional prayers for wider use by the faithful.

Exorcism begins with the faith of the Church, according to which Satan and evil spirits exist. Their activity is to lure men away from the path of salvation. Catholic doctrine teaches that demons are fallen angels who sinned, spiritual beings of great intelligence and power. Satan's power is considerable but not infinite; he cannot resist the Kingdom of God.


Fasting and prayer are part of the preparation for exorcism. The rite takes place in an oratory, dominated by a large crucifix and a picture of Our Lady. Only a few faithful may be present, praying fervently. The formulae of exorcism are reserved to the official exorcist. 

The official rite of solemn exorcism is a sane antidote to the lurid fantasising of Hollywood. It consists of  

1.  Greeting, blessing and sprinkling of Holy Water.

2. Litany of the Saints

3. Reading of Ps 91 (God’s protection), “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High, and abides in the shade of the Almighty, says to the Lord, My rock, My refuge in whom I trust.”

4. Reading of the Gospel (the prologue of St John 1:1-14)

5. The laying on of hands with a short litany. “O Lord, be for him an unconquerable fortress against the attacks of the enemy. Kyrie eleison.”

6. The Profession of faith (Creed) and renewal of baptismal promises.

7. The Our Father

8. The sign of the Cross over the one tormented: “Behold the sign of the Lord’s Cross: flee, you spirits of evil.”

9. Exsufflation – the exorcist breathes over the one tormented: “With the breath of your mouth, O Lord, drive far away the malign spirits: command them to depart, for Your Kingdom is in our midst.” 

10. The formula of exorcism. The first form is in the invocative, calling upon God to free the person obsessed or possessed. Afterwards an formula in the imperative may be added, addressed directly to the demon(s).

11. There follows a prayer of thanksgiving, the Magnificat or Benedictus.

12. Final blessing and dismissal.

The exorcist has liberty to adapt or repeat portions of the rite as he considers necessary. Gestures of particular importance include the laying on of hands, the sign of the Cross, the Holy Water and the breathing over the one attacked.

When Cardinal Jorge Medina, prefect of the Congregation for Divine Worship presented the New Rite for Exorcisms (26.01.1999), he commented: 

"We know there are Catholics who have not received good formation and doubt the existence of the devil, but this is an article of faith and part of the doctrine of the Catholic Church. Whoever says the devil does not exist is no longer a believer." 

He emphasized that "the nefarious influence of the devil and his followers is exercised habitually through deceit, lying and confusion. Just as Jesus is the Truth, the devil is the liar par excellence. From the beginning, lying has always been his favourite strategy. 

“He deceives men by making them believe that happiness is to be found in wealth, power, and carnal concupiscence. He deceives men by persuading them they have no need of God and that they are self-sufficient, without the need of grace and of salvation. He also deceives them by minimizing -- worse yet, by making the sense of sin disappear, substituting God's law as the criterion of morality with the customs and conventions of the majority. 

“He persuades children that lying is a good way to solve many problems, and thus, little by little, an atmosphere of distrust and suspicion is created among men. Because of the lies and deceits of the Great Liar, uncertainties and doubts are awakened in a world in which there is no longer any security or Truth, and where instead relativism reigns, as well as the conviction that liberty consists in doing whatever one wants. There is no understanding that true liberty is found in doing God's Will, the source of good and sole font of happiness."

"The whole of human history is characterized by a tremendous struggle against darkness. Man must struggle without respite to remain united to the good. He cannot achieve interior unity without great effort and the help of God's grace  …. the Church is certain of the final victory of Christ . . . but at the same time, she is very aware of the evil one who tries to discourage man and who sows confusion. It is within this framework that exorcisms must be understood, a very important chapter, but not the only one, in the struggle against the evil one."

Exorcism is one thing, and psychoanalysis is another. If the exorcist has any doubt about the mental health of the possessed, he should consult an expert. It is not always necessary, but it is prudent to hear what the psychiatrist has to say. Sometimes people confuse somatic problems with diabolical influence, but not everything can be attributed to the devil.

“The most tragic thing is that the devil is able to deceive man and make him seek happiness exactly where he will never find it." 

A Church which forgets or neglects the existence of the devil, is easily diverted away from its primary spiritual function of saving souls, and tempted into internal strife and civil war. And the prayers of exorcism are superb:

“I exorcise you, ancient adversary of man, depart from N., creature of God. Jesus Christ our Lord commands you, He who conquered your pride with His humility, destroyed your envy with His generosity, and struck down your violence with His gentleness. Be silent for ever, father of lies, and no longer prevent this servant of God from praising and blessing the Lord. Jesus Christ commands you, He, Wisdom of the Father and splendour of truth, His words are spirit and life. . . . Depart, Satan, depart! Go in the name of Jesus Christ: He, the Strong One, by the finger of God has scattered and destroyed your kingdom. Through the power of faith and the prayer of the Church, be gone. Flee before the power of the Holy ( Cross, by which the gentle Lamb, Jesus Christ our Lord, immolated for us, rescued us forever from your slavery. He who lives and reigns for ever and ever. Amen.”

