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I. Ancient Near East and Hebrew Bible/
Old Testament
Magic, in this entry, is defined as those activities
involving supernatural forces that are undertaken
to serve the needs of individual members of society
and to deal with their difficulties. Our focus will be
on those magical activities that are directed against
evil (this includes exorcism, the elimination of
harmful demonic forces, as well as the protection
against attack), rather than other uses of magic,
such as love magic.

1. Mesopotamia. Magic treats illness and other
such crises; these personal crises may play out on
the physical, psychological, psychosomatic, or social
plane. Magical acts may be undertaken either by an
individual on his own behalf or by an exorcist
(āšipu). The exorcist tries to determine the cause of
distress and finds this cause in either personalistic
or mechanistic powers within the supernatural uni-
verse. The universe in which these powers are
found may be structured hierarchically or may be
made up of organic wholes.

Distress is the result of the action or inaction
of supernatural powers or agencies. Some of these
agencies are: gods, demons, ghosts, tutelary gods,
witches, evil omens, curses, sins. Examples of sev-
eral of these forces as described in the oral rites
themselves are:

(a) Demon. As for the evil robber Utukku-demon,
the evil Bailiff-demon, who lurks in the corner,
or the evil ghost and Sheriff-demon who do

not sleep,
they are the evil ones who wander about in the

city.
They strike down the cattle in the pen,
they slaughter the sheep in the sheepfold.
They seize the one lying in his wife’s room,
having taken the son from the nursemaid’s lap.
They murder the father and children together,
and they spear the mother together with chil-

dren like fish in the water.
They know neither prayer nor supplication,
they harass the man in the street.
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Deafness has covered (the victim) and his eyes
have become dimmed. (Geller: 216, Utukku
Lemnūtu VI 77–89)

(b) Curse. An evil curse like a gallû-demon has come
upon (this) man,

dumbness (and) daze have come upon him,
an unwholesome dumbness has come upon

him,
evil curse, oath, headache.
An evil curse has slaughtered this man like a

sheep,
his god left his body,
his goddess (Sumerian adds: his mother), usu-

ally full of concern for him, has stepped
aside.

Dumbness (and) daze have covered him like a
cloak and overwhelm him incessantly.
(Reiner: 30, Šurpu V–VI 1–16)

(c) Witchcraft. Whoever you are, O witch, who has
taken out clay (for a figurine) of me from
the river,

Buried my figurines in a dark house,
Buried my (funerary) water in a grave,
Collected my leavings from a garbage pit,
Cut off my hem in the house of a launderer,
Collected the dust from my feet at the thresh-

old. (Abusch forthcoming: Maqlû II 183–88)

(d) Witchcraft. The witch, she who roams the streets,
Who continually intrudes into houses,
Who prowls in alleys,
Who spies about the broad ways –
She keeps looking (lit. turning) around in front

and in back,
Standing, in the street she turns foot (progress)

around,
(And) in the broad way she cuts off (commer-

cial) traffic.
She robbed the fine young man of his virility,
She carried off the attractiveness of the fine

young woman,
With her malignant stare she took away her

charms.
She looked at the young man and (thereby)

robbed his vitality,
She looked at the young woman and (thereby)

carried off her attractiveness.
The witch has seen me and has come after me,
With her venom, she has cut off (commercial)

traffic,
With her spittle, she has cut off my trading,
She has driven away my god and goddess from

my person. (Abusch forthcoming: Maqlû III
1–16)

(e) Lamaštu. Great is the daughter of Anu, who tor-
tures babies,

Her hand is a net, her embrace is dea[th].
She is cruel, raging, wrathful, rapacious,
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A runner, an abducter is the daughter of Anu.
She touches the bellies of women in labor,
She yanks out the pregnant woman’s baby.
She suckles it, she stands it up and it goes

about.
Her breasts(?), her belly(?), her muscles are large.
The daughter of Anu is the one of the gods, her

brethren, with no child of her own.
Her head is the head of a lion,
Her form is the form of a donkey,
Her lips are a rushing wind, they pour out [ ].
She came down from the peaks(?) of the moun-

tains,
She roars like a lion,
She keeps up the howling of a demonic dog.

(Foster: 982, Lamaštu)

Having defined the causal agents and chains of cau-
sation, the exorcist will then undertake magical acts
(that is, manual rites) and utter magical speeches
(that is, oral rites); these constitute āšipūtu (the ex-
orcist’s craft). The ritual may be either a relatively
simple one or an extensively elaborate performance;
it may last anywhere from a few hours to a day or
more. The āšipu recited one or more oral addresses;
the ceremony itself often involved purification,
food and drink offerings to the gods, the burning
of incense, a central operation directed toward sig-
nificant objects or symbols, the tying and untying
of knots, washing, the setting up of protective devi-
ces, and the application of amulets.

Many of these acts and speeches will be mod-
eled on types of actions undertaken and types of
speeches uttered in the everyday world to deal with
actual beings and objects. Depending on the under-
standing of the cause of distress, the magical ac-
tions may take the form of acts of destruction, sub-
stitution, bribery and gift giving, burial,
transferrence, binding and imprisonment, expul-
sion. The addresses may be either incantations or
prayers. These utterances may take the form of de-
mand, request, praise, etc., and would have been
directed either to beneficent natural forces or cere-
monial objects, or to the evil beings or forces them-
selves. The beneficent powers would be called upon
to help the client; the evil would be expelled,
chased away, or even destroyed. The most impor-
tant themes contained in the magical utterances
are: legitimating the speaker, calling upon and
praising divine powers, identifying the evil force to
be eliminated, identifying the purpose of the ritual,
specifying the rites being performed, imposing an
oath upon evil beings. Here, then, are a few short
addresses:

(a) Fire. O powerful Girra, wild (fire-)storm,
You give correct decisions to gods and rulers,
You provide justice for the oppressed man and

woman.
Stand by me in my judgment like Shamash,

the warrior,
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Judge my case, render my verdict.
Burn my warlock and my witch,
Devour my enemies, consume my oppressors!
Let your raging (fire-)storm vanquish them.

(Abusch forthcoming: Maqlû II 127–34)

(b) Sulphur. Sulphur, Sulphur, Sulphur, daughter of
River, Sulphur, daughter-in-law of River,

Whose witches are seven and seven, whose ene-
mies are seven and seven.

They performed sorcery against her, but she is
not ensorcelled,

They bewitched her, but she is not bewitched.
Who is it that can perform witchcraft against

Sulphur?
May Sulphur rele[ase] the sorcery that the seven

and seven have performed against me.
May Sulphur […] … release the sorcery that the

seven and seven have performed against me
so that I may live. (Abusch forthcomnig:
Maqlû VI 78–84)

(c) Kukru. kukru, kukru,
kukru, [dweller] in the pure holy mountains,
the small terḫu-vessels of the en-priestesses,
the small cones of the midwives:
Come hither and break the strong bond of my

warlock and witch,
And whatever sorcery that you have performed

we turn into wind. (Abusch forthcoming:
Maqlû VI 34–39)

(d) Witch. Witch, murderess,
Denouncer, naršindatu.
Exorcist, ecstatic,
Snake charmer, agugiltu.
qadištu-votary, nadītu-priestess,
Ishtar-votary, kulmašītu-votary.
Huntress of the night,
Espier during the whole day.
Defiler of the heavens,
Besmircher of the netherworld.
Seizer of the mouth of the gods,
Binder of the knees of the goddesses.
Killer of young men,
The one who shows no mercy to women.
Attacker, mutterer,
Into whose sorcery and spell no one can pene-

trate.
Having now seen you, seized you,
Changed you, turned you around,
Reversed your words of sorcery,
Ea and Marduk gave you over to Girra, the war-

rior.
May Girra, the warrior, break your bond,
And cause whatever sorcery that you have per-

formed to confront you yourself. (Abusch
forthcoming: Maqlû III 39–60)

(e) Shamash. Shamash, judge of heaven and earth,
lord of justice and equity, director of upper
and lower regions!
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Shamash, it is in your power to bring the dead
to life, to release the captive.

Shamash, I have approached you!
Shamash, I have sought you out!
Shamash, I have turned to you!
Avert from me the evil of this misborn creature!
May it not affect me!
May its evil be far from my person, that I may

daily bless you (and) those who see me may
forever [sing] your praise! (Caplice: 16, text
6, lines 15–22)

In the main, the reconstruction of Mesopotamian
magical activity is based upon prescriptive texts
written, transmitted, and adapted by professionals
for the purpose of helping the upper classes of soci-
ety. This type of material leaves some major gaps
in our knowledge, such as the magic of the rural
population and lower classes. The texts were com-
posed as guides to practicing magicians; hence, the
fullest texts usually present in varying combina-
tions and patterns the main ritual activities as well
as statements describing the circumstance and pur-
pose of the ceremony. The constituent parts of such
a full magical document would thus be: the text
of the oral rite(s) (prayers, incantations, utterances),
instructions to perform symbolic ritual(s) (e.g.,
burning of statues) and medical treatment (e.g., ap-
plication of salve) as well as a description of the pa-
tient’s symptoms, a diagnosis, a statement of the
purpose of the ritual, and a prognosis. Prayers and
incantations may occasionally appear alone. Origi-
nally, incantations or prayers were only partially re-
corded and the written text was meant to serve as
an aide de memoire, but eventually the entire recita-
tion was committed to writing; subsequently, in-
structions regarding the time, place, and manner of
ritual performance as well as other types of infor-
mation (particularly, an objective description of the
problem, a diagnosis, and a statement of purpose)
were added.

The fullest written record comes from the 1st
millennium BCE. A comparison of the materials
from this period with those from earlier periods in-
dicates that the texts from the later period are sig-
nificantly greater in number and much fuller, more
explicit, and more systematic. This difference re-
flects the growing tendency to transmit magical
materials in writing, and once in written form to
reorganize, systematize, and expand the corpus.
While this disparity is true of prayers and incanta-
tions, it is particularly the case with ritual instruc-
tions and handbooks, materials that are rarely re-
corded in the earlier period and begin to appear in
significant amounts only with the late second mil-
lennium. The differences, of course, also reflect
changes in religious thought and practice that took
place on both an oral and a written level.

2. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament. When we turn
to the HB/OT, we find that our sources are of a dif-
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ferent order and that the picture we get of magic
seems to be a different one. Of course, there should
be some differences between a literature reflecting
the emergence of Yahwistic monotheism in a soci-
ety that sees itself as newly formed and marginal
and the literature of a polytheistic, cosmopolitan
society. But this does not mean that magic was of
little consequence in ancient Israel, nor is it the rea-
son why we find few straightforward magical pre-
scriptions in the HB/OT. For whether the evalua-
tions of magic in the HB/OT are negative or
positive, there are enough indications there that
magic was a significant activity in ancient Israel.
For example, the Elijah and Elisha cycles and the
Psalms show enough of the kind of activity that we
find organized in Mesopotamia as āšipūtu that we
cannot doubt the existence of magic in ancient Is-
rael. Given, moreover, the extensive record of magi-
cal activity in the contemporary ANE, on the one
hand, and in Judaism of late antiquity, on the
other, it is absurd to claim significantly less magic
for ancient Israel.

More to the point, the difficulty with recon-
structing the magical life of ancient Israel is due to
the nature of the biblical record.

The HB/OT does not provide an accurate por-
trayal of the religious life of ancient Israel, gener-
ally, and of its magical practices, specifically.
Rather, in the main, it reflects the beliefs of “bibli-
cal” religion, that strain of Israelite/Judaean reli-
gion that emphasized the exclusive monotheistic
worship of YHWH. Writing in the biblical period
represented not Israelite/Judaean culture, but
rather “biblical” religion with its emphasis on pro-
phets or cultic priests as well as its anti-magician
attitude. Because magic is often identified with for-
eign culture in the Bible, it is sometimes portrayed
negatively or ambiguously, especially in legal (e.g.,
Deut 18 : 9–14; Lev 19 : 26, 31; Lev 20 : 6, 27) and
historiographic texts.

Ancient Israel did not transmit its magical ex-
pertise in writing. In ancient Israel magical practi-
ces/prescriptions used to help the individual were
generally neither written down nor organized into
handbooks. For when writing and handbook genres
were taken up in the 7th century and later, they
were first applied to biblical cultic religion and
were used to set down the practices of the sancuary/
temple priesthood, not those of private magic uti-
lized by magicians who catered to the needs of the
individual. This would happen later. Perhaps the
phenomenon of recording only a small portion of
its magical practices that obtained for the early pe-
riods of Mesopotamia has a parallel in the absence
of written magical prescriptions in ancient Israel.
So, perhaps, the very process of the gradual writing
down of magic practices found in the comparison
of materials from early and late Mesopotamia was
also operative in ancient Israel and could provide at
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least a partial explanation for the difference be-
tween the amount of magic recorded in the Bible,
on the one hand, and that found in the literary cor-
pora of Judaism in late antiquity, on the other.

As noted earlier, the Elijah and Elisha cycles and
the Psalms provide some evidence of magical activi-
ties. A few examples:

In stories about Elijah and Elisha, we find the
man of god performing miraculous cures (1 Kgs
17 : 17–24 [Elijah]; 2 Kgs 4 : 17–37 [Elisha]; 5 : 1–14
[Elisha]), as well as miraculously multiplying or pu-
rifying food (1 Kgs 17 : 10–16 [Elijah]; 2 Kgs 4 : 1–7
[Elisha]; 4 : 38–41 [Elisha]).

Many of the Psalms would originally have been
recited as part of a ceremony for a sick individual.
These Psalms are laments that contain themes and
sections comparable to those found in Mesopota-
mian petitionary prayers (e.g., Akkadian šuilla
prayers). They were originally recited in household
contexts similar to those in which their Mesopota-
mian parallels were recited. Psalms 6, 13, 38, 69,
and 88 provide examples of this type of prayer.

The study of ancient magic (including exorcism)
is important because magic addresses the human
concerns that formed the center of ancient life;
magic is, moreover, an integral part of the larger
system of religious belief and cosmology.

Bibliography: ■ Abusch, I. T., Mesopotamian Witchcraft: To-
ward a History and Understanding of Babylonian Witchcraft Beliefs
and Literature (Ancient Magic and Divination 5; Leiden
2002). ■ Abusch, I. T., The Magical Ceremony Maqlû: A Critical
Edition (Ancient Magic and Divination; Leiden [Forthcom-
ing]). ■ Abusch, I. T./K. van der Toorn (eds.), Mesopotamian
Magic: Textual, Historical, and Interpretative Perspectives (Ancient
Magic and Divination 1; Groningen 1999). ■ Abusch, I. T./
D. Schwemer, Corpus of Mesopotamian Anti-Witchcraft Rituals,
vol. 1 (Ancient Magic and Divination 8/1; Leiden 2011).
■ Bohak, G., Ancient Jewish Magic: A History (Cambridge 2008).
■ Caplice, R. I., The Akkadian Namburbu Texts: An Introduction
(SANE 1/1; Malibu, Calif. 1974). ■ Foster, B. R., Before the
Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature (Bethesda, Md.
32005). ■ Geller, M. J., Evil Demons: Canonical Utukkū Lem-
nūtu Incantations (State Archives of Assyria Cuneiform Texts
5; Helsinki 2007). ■ Gerstenbergen, E. S., Der bittende
Mensch (WMANT 51; Neukirchen-Vluyn 1980). ■ Janowski,
B./G. Wilhelm (eds.), Omina, Orakel, Rituale, und Beschwörun-
gen (TUAT Neue Folge 4; Gütersloh 2008). ■ Mowinckel,
S., Psalmenstudien 1: �Åwän und die individuellen Klagepsalmen
(Oslo 1921). ■ Reiner, E., Šurpu: A Collection of Sumerian and
Akkadian Incantations (AfOB 11; Graz 1958). ■ Schwemer,
D., Abwehrzauber und Behexung: Studien zum Schadenzauber-
glauben im alten Mesopotamien, unter Benutzung von Tzvi Abuschs
Kritischem Katalog und Sammlungen im Rahmen des Kooperation-
sprojektes Corpus of Mesopotamian Anti-Witchcraft Rituals (Wies-
baden 2007). ■ Seux, M.-J., Hymnes et prières aux dieux de
Babylonie et d’Assyrie (LAPO 8; Paris 1976).

Tzvi Abusch

II. Greco-Roman Antiquity
Exorcism (Lat. exorcismus, Gk. ���ρκισμ�ς from ��-
�ρκ
�ειν – “to conjure out of”) is ritual eviction – by
a variety of means – of demons or other deleterious
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spiritual forces from human beings or locations
perceived as inhabited by them. Although those
professing possession may exhibit symptoms associ-
ated with mental illness (e.g., hysteria, psychosis,
epilepsy, schizophrenia), and may experience relief
by exorcism, demonic possession is not a recog-
nized psychiatric or medical diagnosis. Since reli-
gions almost universally hold belief in malevolent
spirits (often attributing disease and misfortune to
them – classified within a dualistic system), demon
expulsion tends to be their domain. Expulsion rites
may entail anything from a simple verbal command
directing a demon to depart (perhaps including an
invocation for divine help) to a much more elabo-
rate ritual, including but not limited to formulaic
conjurations and gestures (e.g., diet, dance, music),
utilizing any number and kind of appurtenances
(e.g., icons or amulets). Egyptian and Jewish practi-
ces influenced Greece and Rome. The Greek Magi-
cal Papyri offer enough examples to suggest the or-
der of a typical rite:
(1) Exorcist makes demon speak by identifying it

by name (PGM 4 : 1240–45) sometimes in a for-
eign language (Mark 7 : 31–37)

(2) Demon speaks or displays its power (Mark 5 : 9)
(3) God is invoked (Jewish exorcism: e.g., “God of

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” Origen, Cels. 4.33,
cf. 1.22, 24; 5.45; Jesus’ exorcism: Jesus uses his
own name, Mark 1 : 21–28; exorcism by Jesus’
followers, some Jewish movements, and some
pagans: they invoke Jesus’ name: Acts 16 : 16;
PGM 4 : 1227–64)

(4) Demon is expelled, possibly entering and de-
stroying a nearby entity (e.g., basin of water, Jo-
sephus, Ant. 8.45–47; statue, Philostratus, Vit.
Apoll. 4.20; herd of swine, Mark 5 : 12–13).

Cathartic rites “curing” magical curses (defixio; κα-
τ�δεσμ�ς) sometimes resembled exorcism. Exor-
cisms are also easily confused with their preventa-
tive measures (e.g., amulets) and with medical
incantations (Plato, Resp. 426b, Galen [apud Alexan-
der of Tralles, Rufus of Ephesus; D. Collins 2008]).
In Rome, exorcism was institutionalized in annual
festivals such as the Lemuria taking place every May
(Ovid, Fasti 5.421–443). Skepticism concerning the
effectiveness of exorcism can be identified in an-
tiquity (esp. Origen, see above). Early Christian lit-
erature presents exorcism as a primary activity of
Jesus, taking for granted both the existence of de-
mons and the ability of Jesus and certain followers
to exorcize them.

Bibliography: ■ Bonner, C., “The Technique of Exorcism,”
HTR 36 (1943) 39–49. ■ Brown, P., “The Holy Man,” in id.,
Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity (Berkeley, Calif. 1982)
83. ■ Graf, F., “An Oracle against Pestilence from a West-
ern Anatolian Town,” ZPE 92 (1992) 267–78. ■ Kotansky,
R., “Greek Exorcistic Amulets,” in Ancient Magic and Ritual
Power (ed. M. Meyer/P. Mirecki; Leiden/New York 1995)
243–77. ■ Montgomery, J. W. (ed.), Demon Possession (Min-
neapolis, Minn. 1976). ■ Merkelbach, R., “Exorzismen und
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jüdisch-christlich beeinflußte Texte,” in Abrasax: Ausgewählte
Papyri religiösen und magischen Inhalts (PapyCol 17/4; Wies-
baden 1996). ■ Sorenson, E., Possession and Exorcism in the
New Testament and Early Christianity (Tübingen 2002).

Clare K. Rothschild

III. New Testament

1. Definition and Terminology. Exorcism is a lan-
guage-based response to personified evil that occurs
in the context of a culturally-shared belief in the
potential for malevolent spirits to occupy unwilling
hosts and to disrupt their well-being, often in pub-
lic ways. Exorcism is the forced removal – typically
through the aid of a superior spiritual power – of
malevolent, indwelling spirits in order to restore
victims of possession to well-being. The English
verb “to exorcize” derives from the Greek ��-
�ρκ
�ειν (“to adjure”), which gained currency with
reference to the removal of evil spirits during the
second and 3rd centuries CE, when exorcismus also
entered Latin through the influence of Christian
writers. It appears, however, only twice in the NT,
once substantively, with reference to itinerant Jew-
ish exorcists (Acts 19 : 13), and once as a verb, where
the high priest adjures Jesus to reveal his identity
(Matt 26 : 63). Instead of a single technical term, the
NT writings use a handful of words to describe the
activity of exorcism that collectively portray de-
monic possession and exorcism as a struggle to es-
tablish authority and exert control.

2. New Testament Occurrences. The practice of
exorcism described in the NT presupposes Jewish
demonology of the Second Temple period, includ-
ing a cosmology of two opposing powers which NT
authors identify as the kingdom of God and the
rule of Satan. The NT develops this earlier demon-
ology by consistently articulating demonic interac-
tion with humanity in terms of indwelling posses-
sion, and exorcism begins to find literary
expression in some of its writings. The Synoptic
Gospels and Acts provide Christianity with its form-
ative portrayals of exorcism in passages ranging
from brief references to longer stories that provide
enough detail to identify the person possessed, the
form of possession, the exorcist, and the manner of
exorcism. Stories of Jesus and his disciples having
performed exorcisms appear throughout the synop-
tic traditions from their earliest written stages, and
the critique of exorcism captured therein makes
this a likely aspect of Jesus’ historical activity. Ref-
erences occur in two miracle catenae preserved by
Mark (Mark 4–6; 6–8), in sayings passages common
to Matthew and Luke (Q) (Matt 12 : 22–30; Luke
11 : 14–23; cf. Mark 3 : 22–30), and in special Mat-
thean and Lukan sources (Matt 7 : 21–23; Luke
7 : 18–23; 10 : 17–20; 13 : 31–33). The evangelists
have composed their stories in a manner that re-
veals their primary interest in the exorcist, with the
demoniac serving as a vehicle for the exorcist’s dis-
play of power and authority.
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3. Exorcistic Method. The synoptic portrayals of
Jesus’ exorcistic activity and his command to his
disciples to do likewise (Mark 3 : 14–15 par.; Mark
6 : 7–13 par.; Luke 10 : 17–20) granted exorcism a
place of consequence in early Christian tradition
that contributed to its eventual institutionalization
and ritualization as an ecclesiastical office by the
mid-3rd century. With the exception, however, of
invoking Jesus’ name in exorcism – which finds
prescription in Mark’s late, longer ending (Mark
16 : 17) – the NT shows little interest in the formu-
las and ritual that came to be associated with eccle-
siastical exorcism. Although words of command to
cast out demons are a common feature of the exor-
cism stories in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts, a
comparison of the words used in these confronta-
tions reveals little adherence to formula. In part
this can be attributed to the narratives in which ex-
orcism appears, which differ in purpose from later
ecclesiastical rites or the technique-based magical
papyri. Instead the exorcist of the NT operates
through a direct relationship with the empowering
deity in a way that relies more upon faith than con-
sistent performance (Matt 17 : 14–21 par.; Mark
16 : 17; cf. Acts 19 : 13–20). While faith also occa-
sionally plays a role for those who seek help on the
demoniac’s behalf (e.g., Matt 15 : 21–28; Mark
9 : 14–29), it is not an aspect of the demoniac’s char-
acter, where the condition tends to leave its victims
powerless to appeal to Jesus or to the disciples for
healing.

4. Significance of Exorcism. Theologically, exor-
cism reverses human bondage by Satan and por-
tends his eschatological defeat (e.g., Luke 10 : 17–
20). As aspects of this cosmic conflict, the exorcism
stories invite complementary interpretations that
range from soteriological issues of personal healing
and social reintegration, to larger societal and po-
litical concerns. Influenced by anthropological and
historical approaches, scholars have viewed exor-
cism as psychotherapeutic treatment for mental and
physiological ailments, as redress for impurity
(�κ�θαρτ�ν – “unclean” – often describes possess-
ing demons) that allows for the demoniac’s reinte-
gration into society, or as a reflection of power
struggles within societies, as might be seen in Jesus’
exorcism of “Legion” as a critique of Roman occu-
pation (Mark 5 : 1–20 par.). The ability to exorcize
also validates the divine authority behind the min-
istry of Jesus and his followers, and the use of Jesus’
name in exorcism served a missionary role in the
early church by promoting Christianity’s founder
figure to the uninitiated and validating the exor-
cist’s sponsorship by that figure before the commu-
nity of believers. Exorcism, however, is also an in-
herently ambiguous activity and a controversial one
when performed in societies that generally discredit
spirit possession, or when it occurs as a charismatic
activity engaged in without official sanction or ac-
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cordance to orthodox practices or doctrines. Exor-
cists consequently are themselves subject to scru-
tiny by observers of their practice. In the NT, the
Jewish authorities question whether Jesus’ ability
to exorcize derives from God or Beelzebub (Mark
3 : 22–30 par.), and early Christian apologists found
it necessary to defend the practice to non-Christian
Greeks and Romans who perceived exorcism as an
unconventional activity associated more with magic
or the occult than with official cultic contexts.

5. New Testament Legacy. The prominent reoc-
currence of exorcism in the Synoptic Gospels and
Acts and its likely association with the historical Je-
sus make its absence elsewhere in the NT surpris-
ing. Whether other authors did not know of this
tradition, or – given the often quotidian topics of
the epistles – it did not lend itself to their immedi-
ate concerns, or they intentionally excluded it from
their writings for theological reasons or its poten-
tial stigma, remain possible explanations for its ab-
sence. Even so, many of these texts contributed to
the continuing relevance and innovative uses of ex-
orcism in Christianity in part through their fre-
quent references to demons and demonic posses-
sion. While exorcism does not explicitly appear in
the Pauline epistles, for example, Paul’s notion of
the influence of sin countered by the indwelling
presence of the Holy Spirit (Rom 7 : 7–8 : 17) pro-
vided a theological basis for including exorcism in
Christian catechetical and baptismal practices,
where it serves to cleanse the body in preparation
for its habitation by the Holy Spirit (e.g., Traditio
apostolica 21–22). Exorcism’s occurrence in Chris-
tian initiation rites shows it was no longer reserved
for the extraordinary otherness of the demonically
possessed as one finds them in the NT, but also ad-
dressed human transgression and so had relevance
to all Christians upon their entry into the church.
Although the role of exorcism in baptism attests to
its increasing institutionalization, charismatic exor-
cism continued in Christianity both as a staple of
the pseudepigraphic and hagiographic stories of
holy persons and in the spontaneous exorcisms that
attended the late antique and medieval cults of
saints.
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IV. Judaism
■ Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism ■ Rabbinic
Judaism ■ Medieval and Modern Judaism

A. Second Temple and Hellenistic Judaism

Second Temple and Hellenistic Jewish sources pro-
vide evidence of the belief that human beings could
control demons. King Solomon was probably the
most well-known figure to have that ability. Jose-
phus, who claims to have witnessed exorcism (Ant.
8.46–48), says that Solomon devised the incanta-
tions that were employed by Eleazar the exorcist to
drive away demons (Ant. 8.44–45). The Testament of
Solomon reports that Solomon possessed a ring that
enabled him to harness the power of demons.
Among the DSS, the fragmentary 11Q11 seems to
have connected Solomon with incantations against
demons. Elsewhere, the book of Tobit tells about
Tobias, who, with the help of the angel Raphael,
drives away a demon by burning the innards of a
fish (6 : 8; 8 : 2–3). 4Q560 preserves a fragment of
what might have been a large manual of exorcistic
incantations.
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B. Rabbinic Judaism

Rabbinic literature attests to a belief in demons and
depicts charismatic figures or rabbis warding off
and, in a handful of cases, expelling harmful de-
mons. Two of these “exorcisms” drive demons from
a place rather than a person. Abba Yossi of Zeitur
is told by a good spirit who has dwelled benignly
in a spring for some time that she has been dis-
placed by harmful spirits. Upon the good spirit’s
advice, Abba Yossi gathers the townspeople to en-
gage in an exorcistic rite that succeeds in expelling
the evil spirits from the spring (LevR 24 : 3). Simi-
larly, R. H� anina b. Dosa drives a band of destructive
angels from a populated area, making a concession
for one angel to pass through the area during the
nights of the 4th and 7th year (bPes 112b). The only
explicit talmudic story of exorcism from a person
describes an entirely staged affair made possible by
the cooperation of a friendly spirit named Ben Thal-
amion (a Hebrew form of the name Bartholomew,
the Christian saint). In the story, Ben Thalamion
agrees to enter the daughter of the emperor so that
R. Simeon bar Yoḥai can pretend to exorcise the
demon and, as a reward, secure the abrogation of
the emperor’s decrees against the Jews (bMeil 17a–
b). Elsewhere, R. Johanan alludes to the pagan rite
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of exorcism to demonstrate to his non-Jewish inter-
locutors the efficacy of the red heifer ritual: “An
impure man is like a person possessed by a spirit.
The spirit is the spirit of uncleanness, and when the
water is sprinkled, the spirit flees” (PesRK 4 : 7), but
his students attach no validity to the explanation.
A genuine exorcism of a person possessed by an evil
spirit is attributed to the 1st-century sage R. H� a-
nina ben Dosa, but only in a 12th-century text (R.
Judah b. Kalonymos b. Meir’s Yiḥusei Tanna�im wa-
Amora�im).

Tosefta Shabbat 7 : 23 states that on the Sab-
bath

… one may say incantations against the evil eye, and
against a snake and against a scorpion, but one may
not say an incantation against demons (shedim).

This teaching implies that incantations against de-
mons – to defend against them or to expel them
from a place or person is not clear – are permitted
on days other than the Sabbath. Moreover, the
teaching connects demons with snakes and scorpi-
ons, a common association in late antiquity (indeed,
early Christian literature describes the devil and
other demons as snakes and serpents). It is perhaps
no coincidence that the piety of R. H� anina b. Dosa
(who expels destructive angels from a certain local-
ity in bPes 112b) is said to cause the death of a
deadly reptile (tBer 3 : 20; yBer 5 : 1, 9a; bBer 33a,
where the creature was threatening a community).
In antiquity, holy men are regularly depicted as
driving out snakes, lizards, and other demonic
beasts and the association of snakes, scorpions, and
demons is found throughout Hekhalot literature
(Schäfer 1981: 705), a collection of late antique Jew-
ish magic texts. The incantations in these magic
texts contain formulae of adjuration of angels, de-
mons, and various evil spirits (especially mashbia�
ani �alekha/�alekhem [“I adjure you”]). In the Sheva�
de-Eliyahu, the angel Metatron is adjured to “dispel
every spirit from my body and every demon from
me” (Schäfer 1990: 81).

Formulae of adjuration and rebuke (Heb. ga�ar)
are also found on amulets and incantation bowls
recovered from Jewish late antiquity. Numerous
amulets seek to heal illnesses caused by demons by
adjuring the demons to leave those they have pos-
sessed:

Against you, the spirit which is called fever (and) shiv-
ering: Be exorcised from the body of Marian the daugh-
ter of Esther, from the 248 limbs which are in her. I
adjure you be exorcised from her, in the name of Him
who lives and exists. (Naveh and Shaked; amulet no. 9
in Schäfer 1990: 83)

Some amulets are highly specific in naming the of-
fending demons:

I further adjure you and decree upon you all you (vari-
ous) types of male and female demons, male and female
Liliths, evil spirits, male and female harmful spirits,
male and female, which are made from fire, from wa-
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ter, from air, and from earth. And very particularly you
seven spirits which Ashmedai, the King of the demons,
taught King Solomon…I decree upon you…In the
name of El Shaddai…In the name of Michael, your
master…In the name of Ashmedai, your King… so that
you depart, go away, flee, and stay away from this
woman and do not continue to approach her for all
eternity. Depart, depart from her to another place and
do not again approach her. (Cairo Geniza amulet in
Schäfer 1990: 84–85)

Rabbinic texts attest to the use of amulets. In bPes
111b, an officer must make two attempts before
procuring the correct amulet to drive a large num-
ber of demons from a specific tree.

Aramaic incantation bowls are a kind of amulet
consisting of incantations written on earthenware
and dating to 3rd–7th century CE Sasanian Persia.
While most are apotropaic, some are exorcistic (e.g.,
Bowl M 117 which seeks to expel the illnesses and
demons afflicting the dwelling of a certain individ-
ual). Some of the bowls adapt the legal formulae of
the Jewish get or bill of divorce (Levene: 18–21),
which according to Deut 24 : 1 is given by a hus-
band to dismiss a wife, in order to separate from
and banish a demon:

I am writing them a get, to all the male and female
liliths who appear to this Uri daughter of Maroshita
and to this Qaqai son of Siporta in the dream of the
night and the sleep of the day. A divorce writ, a get of
releasing and sending away… I have brought against
you a harmer to destroy you and remove you from her
house and from every bedroom of this Uri daughter of
Merushita and this Qaqai son of Siporta. And may you
not appear to them… for I have released you from them
by a document of divorce, and a get of discharge/dis-
missal, and letters of separation according to the law of
the daughters of Israel from this day and forever. (Bowl
M50 in Levene: 32)

Magic bowls as well as other forms of Jewish amu-
lets quote biblical verses in whole or in part. These
verses were likely drawn from an existing liturgical
context rather than directly from Scripture (Levene:
11–12). Zech 3 : 2, in which the Lord is said to re-
buke the accuser, ha-śatan, is found in amulets and
bowls that banish illnesses, enemy spells, and de-
mons (see bBer 51a which recommends reciting this
verse when encountering the angel of death). In ad-
dition, some bowls feature the epithets for God
found in Exod 15 : 3, Isa 37 : 16, 6 : 3 and 1 Sam
17 : 45, while others cite verses emphasizing faith
in God’s protection (Isa 40 : 31; Num 32 : 22; 14 : 9).
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C. Medieval and Modern Judaism

Exorcism of demons was a staple of Jewish magic
throughout the Middle Ages. However, in the mid-
16th century, the kabbalist Isaac Luria offered a
new paradigm of exorcism that quickly displaced
some older conceptions. Luria’s new style of exor-
cism was directed not at a demon, but at a possess-
ing ghost, the soul of a deceased sinner, now tor-
mented due to its unatoned sins, that seeks refuge
inside the living. (The sinful spirit was sometimes
thought to be accompanied by tormenting de-
mons.) The possessing spirit was called in Hebrew
a ruaḥ ra� (“evil spirit”) or an �ibbur ra� (“evil ensoul-
ment”); in later Hebrew called a dibbuq (pl. dibbuqim;
in Yiddish dibbek, often spelled dybbuk) rather than a
demon. The exorcism offers atonement, in Hebrew
tiqqun, to the dibbuq, as well as freedom for the pos-
sessed victim.

The Lurianic ritual retained many of the el-
ements of the older Jewish exorcisms, such as the
recitation of Psalms and other biblical verses, light-
ing candles, blowing the shofar, and a dialogue
with the possessing demon or dibbuq. The exorcism
also sometimes included elements of Jewish court
procedure. The kabbalist would convene a bet din, a
rabbinic court, and invoke the authority of the law,
which was thought to extend to the spirit world, to
command the dibbuq to leave the victim.

From the 16th century and into the 20th cen-
tury, kabbalists in many parts of the Jewish world
and particularly Hasidic masters in Eastern Europe
diagnosed and exorcised dibbuqim. The dibbuq was
sometimes identified as a recent and notorious local
sinner, sometimes as a troubled spirit of a far-off
generation. An exorcism performed in Radoszyce in
the early 19th century is said to have involved a
soul from the time of the prophet Zechariah (Nigal:
237). The dibbuq was always or almost always the
spirit of a man, whereas the possessed might be
either a man or a woman.

Exorcisms of dibbuqim also quickly entered Jew-
ish literature. In the early 17th century there is a
tale of a dibbuq in the Yiddish story collection, the
Mayśeh-bukh. There are numerous stories of exor-
cisms of dibbuqim by Hasidic rebbes, beginning with
a tale of the Baal Shem Tov told in the first pub-
lished collection of Hasidic stories, Shivḥei ha-Besht.
Another typical example is a story of an exorcism
by the Hasidic Rabbi Solomon of Bobowa, at about
the turn of the 20th century. The dibbuq was identi-
fied as a sinful butcher who had died recently. The
rabbi promised to study Mishnah for a year on be-
half of the dibbuq and in this manner convinced it
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to leave its victim, a young girl (see Nigal: 255–58).
By the 20th century, however, Hasidic rebbes and
other Jewish exorcists began to be accused of fraud
and charlatanry.

In Israel, where the practice of exorcism of dib-
buqim continues today, David Batzri is a somewhat
notorious exorcist. His exorcisms have been video-
taped and publicized over the Internet (where some
of them can be viewed), and he has even tried to
perform an exorcism via an Internet video-link. He
has also performed mass exorcisms of audiences
who are not possessed in any visible way. But Batzri
too has been accused of fraud. The controversy over
Batzri involves politics as well as religion; he has
been sponsored by the Shas party, and attacked by
its opponents.

In 1912–17, the Yiddish playwright S. An-sky
made spirit possession and exorcism the central
motif of his drama, Der dibbek (The Dybbuk). An-sky
wrote the play after spending much time collecting
Jewish folk culture in small towns of Eastern Eu-
rope, and he drew on Hasidic folk-narratives of ex-
orcism and dibbuq possession.

For his play, however, An-sky recast the notion
of a dibbuq, and reversed its valorization. An-sky’s
dibbuq is not being punished for his sins, and the
possessed is not his victim; they are lovers. In An-
sky’s romantic retelling, the dibbuq is a young man
who is the heroine’s destined groom (in Yiddish,
her bashert). When he dies before their wedding, the
bride grants her beloved a place within her. In the
climactic exorcism scene, the attempts of the play’s
exorcist-rabbis to control these forces are ultimately
unsuccessful – the dibbuq is forced to leave her, but
the heroine dies.

An-sky’s The Dybbuk became the most popular
play in modern Jewish theater, and has been pro-
duced innumerable times in various languages.
Like An-sky’s, modern literary versions of the dibbuq
story often involve memory, love, sexuality (both
hetero- and homosexual), and the “return of the re-
pressed,” rather than the atonement of sins or the
power of kabbalists. An example is Hanna Krall’s
1995 short story in Polish (later also made into a
play), also called “The Dybbuk,” in which a man is
possessed by the dibbuq of his half-brother, who
died as a child during the Holocaust. In this up-
dated version, the exorcist is a Jewish(!) Buddhist
monk. At the end of the story, the man who is “pos-
sessed” calls off the exorcism, and instead allows
his half-brother to remain within him – a new end-
ing in which the need for exorcism is averted.
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V. Christianity
The original meaning of ���ρκ
�ω “put under oath”
(�ρκ�ς), seen in LXX Gen 24 : 3 (Abraham to ser-
vant) and possibly Matt 26 : 63 (high priest to Jesus),
is not found among the Greek and Latin fathers,
who connect the term only with direct address to
indwelling demons (Bartsch: 5–11). The Latin lit-
urgy at first retained the general (nondemonic)
meaning of exorcizo, as in the original blessing of
the water in the Gelasian Sacramentary (no. 604),
Exorcizo te creatura aquae, where exorcizo is coupled
with the Latin adjuro. But a revised formula (no.
607) shifts from addressing the water to speak di-
rectly to powers of Satan:

I exorcize thee, creature of water, in the name of God…
Every power of the Adversary, every attack of the Devil,
every phantom, be thou uprooted and expelled from
this creature of water, that it may become a fountain.

The term exorcismus is first found in the writings of
Tertullian, where it refers to an attempt to expel
demons (Spect. 26). In the liturgy, the term is used
to designate prayers as well as anti-demonic formu-
las. The first of the Gelasian exorcismi super electos,
namely, Deus Abraham, (no. 291), addresses God and
asks for a guardian angel, with no mention of evil
spirits; the second, Ergo maledicte (no. 292), ad-
dresses Satan himself:

Therefore, cursed Devil, recognize your sentence and
give honor to the living and true God, … and depart
from these servants of God.

The gospel spirits (πνε�ματα), also called demons
(δαιμ�νια), are expelled by Jesus with a simple word
of command. The disciples, in contrast, use the
name of Jesus (Luke 10 : 17), as do non-disciples
(Mark 9 : 38–39), and this is the most common
method used in subsequent times. The laying on of
hands is also employed, which Jesus uses on one
occasion to remove a persistent weakness-spirit
(πνε�μα �σθενε
ας) (Luke 13 : 11–13). An indirect
method, reported in Acts 19 : 12, applying cloths
touched by Paul, finds little or no subsequent use
(Paul himself ejects a python-spirit by invoking Je-
sus, Acts 16 : 18).

The synoptic demons are “evil” only in causing
disease by their internal presence, much like mod-
ern parasites (bacteria and viruses), though they,
along with other physical afflictions, are employed
by Satan in trials for humankind, much as the spir-
its of giants are used by Mastema in Jubilees (10 : 8).
Justin Martyr identified the giant-ghosts as demons
and considered them and their angelic begetters to
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be identical not only with the gospel demons but
also with the gods of paganism. It was these de-
mon-angel-ghost-god entities who were expelled by
Christian exorcists in the name of the crucified
Christ; the Christians had much better success than
other exorcists, enchanters, and pharmacists (2 Apol.
6; Kelly 2004: 28–31).

In some quarters a new breed of possessing spir-
its appeared, namely, sin-demons, like the spirit of
fornication and the spirit of envy, and they infested
the bodies of those who committed the correspond-
ing sins. This idea seems to have found favor with
Valentinian Gnostics, and likely gave rise to rituals
for removing demons from all baptismal candidates
(Kelly 1985: 45–77). Such practices are to be seen
in Tertullian’s Carthage, and also in Rome, in the
Traditio apostolica of Hippolytus (early 3rd cent.). Ac-
cording to the latter, hands are laid on the candi-
dates during daily exorcisms. The bishop exorcizes
each to see if he is pure (having heard the word in
faith); those not pure are sent away. The candidates
(rather than the ministers) fast on good Friday, and
on Saturday the bishop, laying on his hand, exor-
cizes all alien spirits to flee and not to return into
them. He then breathes in the face of each candi-
date, and seals their foreheads, ears, and noses. Just
before baptism, each candidate renounces Satan,
and the presbyter anoints him with the oil of exor-
cism, uttering the subjunctive command, “Let all
spirits remove far from thee” (Trad. ap. 20). Cross-
signings also became an important antidemonic
tactic.

By the time of Pope Cornelius (251–53), exor-
cists had become a separate order of the clergy
(Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.43.11); it survived as such un-
til the minor orders were abolished in 1972.

The antidemonic prebaptismal ceremonies were
greatly expanded in both western and eastern rites,
and in the formulas we often find biblical examples
of the defeat of God’s enemies cited against the evil
spirits to intimidate them. These rituals were re-
duced or eliminated in Protestant churches in the
16th century, and in the Roman Catholic Church in
1969–72.

Baptismal exorcisms were adapted for treating
persons outside of baptism who manifested symp-
toms of demonic or diabolical possession. The prac-
tice of exorcism was criticized in various circles at
the time of the Reformation. An important develop-
ment was the publication in 1614 of the priest’s
handbook, Rituale romanum, under Paul V: it set
forth guidelines for determining possession, and re-
quired the bishop’s approval for exorcism to begin.
A revised version came out in 1999.
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VI. Islam
Exorcism in Islam is particularly associated with
the belief in the possession of humans by jinn, crea-
tures of the spiritual world who cannot be seen. Ac-
cording to the Qur�ān, like humans jinn are created
to worship God, have free will and procreate and
die. They have a close relationship with humans
and, according to various H� adı̄ths, humans have a
personal jinn with them at all times, who encour-
ages disobedience to God.

While some scholars deny the possibility of pos-
session (Philips: 79–88), most accept that humans
and objects can be possessed by jinn. This is based
on interpretations of S 2 : 275, and also a number of
H� adı̄ths. Possession is caused by various factors. It
may result from a jinn feeling love or sexual fasci-
nation for a human; it may arise from a jinn’s mali-
cious intent; or it may be a reaction to a human
disturbing the jinn in some way. The more direct
causes of possession are associated with siḥr, a
magic ritual conducted in order to make a jinn in-
terfere with, or directly possess, a person. The evil
eye (�ayn) of a jinn may also be another cause of
possession (Philips: 108).

Possession causes a range of symptoms, some of
which are very similar to psychiatric disorders, and
some contemporary Muslim exorcists are very care-
ful to distinguish the psychiatric from the spiritual
in their diagnosis. The symptoms are wide-ranging,
including convulsions, paralysis, headaches, depres-
sion, inexplicable behavioral changes, and espe-
cially changes in moral behavior. The most signifi-
cant symptom is a resistance to worship, and
physical and psychological distress when the person
is exposed to the recitation of the Qur�ān (compare
Matt 8 : 29; Mark 9 : 14–20, where the individuals
who are possessed exhibit similar symptoms, and
become aggressive or distressed when Jesus ap-
proaches). Diagnosis by exorcists often takes the
form of reciting verses of the Qur�ān to the person
suspected of being possessed.

The Islamic concept of exorcism is associated
with a range of treatments for possession. These are
sometimes complex rituals, such as the zar cere-
mony in Egypt, while others involve the simple rec-
itation of Qur�ān verses. A key element is ruqya, an
incantation in the form of a written or spoken
charm usually composed of Qur�ān verses. This fa-
cilitates the removal of evil effects, though it is God
who effects the exorcism. Similarly, in the Gospels
Jesus carries out exorcisms on his own authority,
while his disciples are not always successful (Mark
9 : 18).
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Exorcism may be carried out by any pious Mus-
lim, though there has developed a tradition of spe-
cialists who have learned from experience how to
respond to different types of possession. The back-
ground and nature of these individuals vary accord-
ing to the cultural context. In the Indian subconti-
nent many people consult a Sufi pīr, who will
usually use a combination of ta�wīdh (talisman) and
ritual to deal with the possessing jinn, while else-
where the �āmil is often believed to trap jinns
through siḥr in order to use them during the exor-
cism to attack the possessing jinn. Whatever the
cultural context, members of Sufi ṭuruq, often the
shaykh himself, will specialise in dealing with pos-
session and exorcism.

The specifics of exorcism depend on the nature
of the possession. If it is the result of siḥr, the magi-
cal spell must be undone in order to release the jinn
from its instruction to possess the person affected.
If the jinn has possessed the person for its own
ends, the exorcist will first request it to leave, and
then command it by reciting verses from the Qur�ān
that cause it pain (again, compare Mark 9 : 25, 26,
where Jesus commands the demon to leave the boy).
The most effective verses include the Verse of the
Throne (S 2 : 255), the whole of Sūratu l-Baqara (S 2),
and the final four suwar of the Qur�ān (Philips: 120–
24). Other procedures may include eating �ajwa
dates, bathing, drinking water over which verses
from the Qur�ān have been recited, and finally suf-
fering pain. This final stage may involve beatings,
pinching and slapping, or the use of specific instru-
ments, such as a device to squeeze fingers. The pro-
cess of exorcism is often incremental, and may re-
quire treatment over a period of time.
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VII. Literature
Western literary tradition has drawn upon the alle-
gorical, magical, and sensational possibilities of ex-
orcism, while downplaying its role as mental or
physical healing. Patristic teachings explain disease
as the work of evil spirits and demons (see Twelf-
tree for a complete discussion). The medieval genre
of hagiography is therefore able to freely analogize
exorcism as a battle between the forces of heaven
and hell (see Tamm). Inherently dramatic in appeal,
exorcism becomes a recurrent motif in late medie-
val and early modern English literature, where its
magical associations are sometimes compared to
witchcraft (see Kallendorf on exorcism in Shake-
speare, Cervantes, Ben Jonson, and Lope de Vega).
Literature of the Salem witch trials demonstrates
the consequences of these associations as they
played out in reality (see Harley). By the 19th cen-
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tury, exorcism had become a mostly trivial or
whimsical motif, featuring the “demon-lover” mo-
tif. For example, George MacDonald’s Lilith (1895)
features a redemptive exorcism of a demonic crea-
ture in need of divine redemption. An early exam-
ple of the 20th-century sensationalizing of exor-
cism is S. An–sky’s Yiddish drama Der dibbek
originally called Tsvishn tsvey veltn (written 1912–
17; first performed 1920, Vilna; The Dybbuk or Be-
tween Two Worlds), which tells the story of a young
bride possessed by the spirit of her deceased be-
loved on the night before her wedding, and it cul-
minates with William Blatty’s novel The Exorcist
(1971), which became a blockbuster film (for fur-
ther discussion of Der dibbek, see “Exorcism IV. Ju-
daism C. Medieval and Modern Judaism”). So wide-
spread was popular fascination with exorcism by
the end of the century that it became the topic of
the 1995 daytime soap opera The Days of Our Lives.
In the 21st century, exposés ironically propose that
the “possessed” are usually people needing relief
from epilepsy, schizophrenia, or depression.

Bibliography: ■ Harley, D., “Explaining Salem: Calvinist
Psychology and the Diagnosis of Possession,” AHR 101/2
(1996) 307–30. ■ Jeremias, J., New Testament Theology: The
Proclamation of Jesus (trans. J. S. Bowden; New York 1977).
■ Kallendorf, H., Exorcism and Its Texts: Subjectivity in Early
Modern Literature of England and Spain (Toronto, Ont. 2003).
■ Leslie, R., “The Gerasene Demoniac,” in Psychological Insight
into the Bible: Texts and Readings (ed. W. Rollins/D. Andrew
Kille; Grand Rapids, Mich. 2007) 214–18. ■ Tamm, M.,
“Saints and the Demoniacs: Exorcistic Rites in Medieval Eu-
rope (11th–13th Century),” Folklore 23 (2003) 7–24.
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VIII. Film
In exorcism films the Bible is usually featured as
part of the exorcist’s arsenal alongside a crucifix,
liturgical books, and holy water. As in the Gospels
and Acts, representatives of the church are charged
with the responsibility of performing exorcisms,
and frequently these films have apocalyptic over-
tones drawn from popular interpretations of Daniel
and Revelation.

It is conceptually useful to divide exorcism
films into two categories as attempts to expel de-
mons from either people or houses. The most fa-
mous example in the first category is The Exorcist
(dir. William Friedkin, 1973). This classic film fol-
lows the possession of Regan MacNeil (Linda Blair),
a twelve-year-old girl, who exhibits strange behav-
iors, including cursing and blaspheming in a de-
monic voice. Medical science is unable to help her,
prompting a doctor to suggest that an exorcism
might be helpful, if only from a psychosomatic per-
spective. Father Karras (Jason Miller) is asked to
evaluate Regan. As a psychologist and priest under-
going a crisis of faith, he is dubious about demonic
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possession but, nonetheless, recommends an exor-
cism. He first assists Father Merrin (Max von
Sydow), an experienced exorcist, in conducting the
rite and then carries on alone when Merrin suffers
a heart attack. The film culminates with Karras
challenging the demon to enter him; it does so and
he throws himself through a window, killing him-
self and, apparently, the demon as well. While the
Bible-as-artifact fails as an implement of exorcism,
Karras’ Christ-like sacrifice proves effective.

The Exorcist exhibits several themes common in
exorcism films. The victim is usually a female in
early adolescence. She exhibits signs of demonic
possession such as abnormal behaviors, physical
contortions, and speaking in a peculiar fashion, in-
cluding using ancient or foreign languages. At first,
medical and psychological explanations are offered
for these behaviors, but science proves inadequate
to explain them. The conflict between science and
religion is further explored by having at least one
of the characters be a skeptic or a cleric having a
crisis of faith. By the end of the movie, at least one
of the protagonists dies, and the existence of de-
mons is confirmed. These elements are also found
in several more recent exorcism films.

For example, The Exorcism of Emily Rose (dir.
Scott Derrickson, 2005) follows an unbelieving law-
yer, Erin Bruner (Laura Linney), hired to defend Fa-
ther Richard Moore (Tom Wilkinson). He is accused
of negligent homicide in the death of Emily Rose
(Jennifer Carpenter) after he tried to exorcise her
demons. During the trial, the prosecution explains
Emily’s symptoms scientifically. Bruner, after sev-
eral supernatural experiences, reluctantly comes to
believe that Emily actually was possessed, prompt-
ing her to allow Father Moore to testify about Em-
ily’s religious experiences. He reports that the Vir-
gin Mary told Emily that the demons would not
leave her body. Emily could choose to die to escape
their torments, but if she chose to live, she would
help prove to the world that God and the devil were
both real.

Similar themes are also found in The Last Exor-
cism (dir. Daniel Stamm, 2010). Reverend Cotton
Marcus (Patrick Fabian), a popular evangelical
preacher, has had a crisis of faith. To demonstrate
the fraudulent nature of exorcisms, he invites a film
crew to document his techniques. They travel to a
remote farm and conduct a sham exorcism on Nell
(Ashley Bell). But her odd behaviors persist,
prompting a debate about science and religion: the
unbelieving Marcus recommends therapy, but Nell
and her father want another exorcism. Since Nell
never receives a genuine exorcism, she remains pos-
sessed until the end of the film. Marcus and his film
crew, lacking in faith, all die. Interestingly, where
the other two movies present religion and priests in
a positive light, Marcus was a charlatan and Nell’s
minister turns out to be a Satanic priest.
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Another tradition of films within this category
focuses specifically on Jewish exorcisms. S. An–
sky’s play Der dibbek (see above “IV. Judaism” and
“VII. Literature”) has been filmed several times,
most notably by Michal Waszyński in 1937, and has
inspired a number of cinematic adaptations, in-
tended for both Jewish and non-Jewish audiences.
A recent Hollywood movie The Possession (dir. Ole
Bornedal, 2012) is based on the theme of the dibbuq,
as is the Israeli-Swiss-German movie The Dybbuk of
the Holy Apple Field (dir. Yossi Somer, 1997).

The second category of exorcism films features
houses that are possessed by demons or ghosts. The
Amityville Horror (dir. Stuart Rosenberg, 1979) de-
picts the Lutz family’s experiences moving into a
house thirteen months after a mass killing had oc-
curred there. Various supernatural events occur, the
first of which is an attack on a Catholic priest, who
came to bless the house. Ultimately, the family flees
the house. In a reversal of this motif, Beetlejuice (dir.
Tim Burton, 1988) follows the plight of two ghosts
who want to drive the horrible new owners from
their beloved house and so hire a “bio-exorcist” to
expel the living. In both these movies, the exorcism
fails, although in Beetlejuice, the living family even-
tually changes its ways and is able to live amicably
with the ghosts.

Since all these movies predicate the existence of
demons, they also affirm the power of God, al-
though only in The Exorcist are the demons success-
fully exorcised from the victim. Yet all suggest the
power of religion – if sincerely believed – to over-
come evil.
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Expiation
I. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
II. New Testament
III. Judaism
IV. Christianity
V. Islam
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VII. Visual Arts
VIII. Film

I. Hebrew Bible/Old Testament
Expiation and atonement are almost congruent se-
mantically. In NRSV, the term expiation rarely
serves to translate the Hebrew root k–p–r (pi�el,
pu�al, hitpa�el; Num 35 : 33; 1 Sam 3 : 14; 2 Sam
21 : 3; Isa 27 : 9) and only once is it used for Hebrew
�–š–m (Ezra 10 : 19 = 1 Esd 9 : 20). The NRSV transla-
tion of Hos 8 : 11 is incorrect. Ephraim did not mul-
tiply altars to expiate sin, rather they made them in
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order to sin (ḥ–ṭ–� qal, not pi�el). In LXX, the kpr-
terminology is almost always rendered through ��-
ιλ�σκ�μαι “to make atonement, expiate” (medium
voice), “to be atoned, expiated” (passive voice), and
��ιλασμ�ς “atonement, expiation.” In Deut 21 : 1–
9, a ritual is mandated in the case of a murdered
person found in the open country without any indi-
cation with regard to the murderer’s identity. The
elders of the town nearest the body are instructed
to provide a heifer never before used for any work;
they must break its neck at an everflowing stream
and are then to wash their hands over “the heifer
whose neck has been broken” (hā�eglâ hā�ărûpâ, Deut
21 : 6) and to declare that their city is guiltless of
the murder committed on their territory. Incorpo-
rated in Deuteronomy, the old rite has been inter-
preted as a ritual of expiation for the whole people
of Israel in order to be absolved of blood guilt. The
unique form nikkappēr “to be absolved” (Deut 21 : 8,
nitpa�el of the root k–p–r; one other instance of nit-
pa�el in HB/OT in Ezek 23 : 48, though common in
post-biblical Hebrew) has been rendered in LXX
through ��ιλασθ�σεται “(the blood) shall be expi-
ated.” This understanding has been fostered by the
interpretation of the rite in Deut 21 : 1–9 though
keeping a distance from the regular cultic ritual of
expiation.

In LXX, kappōret “cover (of the ark), place/means
of atonement, expiation, seat of mercy” is expressed
through the term �λαστ�ρι�ν (passim in Exod 25;
38; Lev 16 et al.). With regard to semantics and the-
ology this translation for atonement (kappōret) me-
diated through the cult resembles post-exilic texts
which express God’s forgiving actions through the
terms slḥ “forgive” (2 Kgs 24 : 4; Ps 25 : 11; Lam
3 : 42 et al.; LXX: �λ�σκ�μαι) and sĕlı̀ḥâ “forgive-
ness” (Ps 130 : 4; Dan 9 : 9 et al.; LXX: �λασμ�ς) with-
out cultic mediation. Owing to this development
the term �λαστ�ρι�ν can also be used to designate
the atoning deaths of the Maccabean martyrs in
4 Macc 17 : 22. In this regard, the contiguity with
the use of �λαστ�ρι�ν for Jesus Christ in Rom 3 : 25;
Heb 9 : 5 is evident. The NT did not adopt the culti-
cally determined terminology (��ιλ�σκ�μαι, ��ιλασ-
μ�ς) attested in the LXX (cf. �λασμ�ς in 1 John 2 : 2;
4 : 10).
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II. New Testament
The term “expiation” is closely related to “propitia-
tion” and “atonement” (if the latter renders deri-
vates of the Greek term �λ�σκ�μαι; in current theo-
logical discourse, however, “atonement” also
appears as a comprehensive interpretive category
and theological-conceptual abstraction). All three
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