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I. Introduction 
 
Over the centuries, the Church has repeatedly condemned superstition in its various 
forms, the obsessive preoccupation with Satan and demons, and any form of worship of, 
or morbid concentration on, such spirits.[1] It is, therefore, inaccurate to claim that 
Christianity ever forgot the universal lordship of Christ and made Satan the preferred 
subject of preaching, thus transforming the Good News of the risen Lord into a message 
of terror. In his day, St. John Chrysostom told the Christians of Antioch: "I certainly find 
no pleasure in speaking to you of the devil but the teaching which the present passage 
suggests will nonetheless be of profit to you."[2] It would indeed be a fatal mistake to act 
as if history were already finished and redemption had achieved all its effects, so that it 
were no longer necessary to engage in the struggle of which the New Testament and the 
masters of the spiritual life speak. 
 
Contemporary Disaffection 
 
Revision of New Testament Teaching? 
 
It is possible even today to fall into the error just mentioned. In many quarters people are, 
in fact, asking whether we do not need to re-examine Catholic teaching on this matter and 
to begin the revision back in Scripture itself. Some think that no certain doctrinal position 
is possible (as if the problem could be left hanging!), on the grounds that the sacred 
books do not enable us either to affirm or to deny the existence of Satan and his demons. 
Most of the time, however, their existence is simply denied. Some critics claim they can 
identify the views of Jesus himself; they maintain that no statement of his guarantees the 
existence of the world of demons and that where the assertion of its existence does occur 
it reflects Jewish ideas or is based on New Testament traditions which do not stem from 
Christ. Therefore, the assertion of its existence is not a part of the central Gospel message 
and is not an obligatory part of our faith to today; we are free to abandon it. 
 
Eliminating Satan 
 
Others are both more objective and more radical, for they accept the obvious meaning of 
Scriptural statements about demons but add straightway that such views are not 
acceptable in today's world, even to Christians. Thus, these people, too, end up 
dismissing his teachings. For others, finally, the idea of Satan whatever its origin, is no 
longer important. If we insist on trying to justify it, the credibility of our teaching will 
suffer, and we will only distract from what we have to say about God, who alone is of 
real interest to us. 
 
For all these groups, the very names "Satan" and "devil" are mythical personifications of 



functions and their only purpose is to emphasize in a dramatic way the influence of evil 
and sin on mankind. "Satan" and "devil" are simply words which our age must interpret 
in order to find a new way of bringing home to Christians the duty against struggling 
against all the forces of evil in the world. 
 
Disturbance of the Faithful 
 
These views, repeated with a display of erudition and broadcast in periodicals and some 
theological dictionaries, cannot but disturb many minds. The faithful, who are used to 
taking seriously the warnings of Christ and the apostolic writers, have the impression that 
writings of this kind are intended to effect a change of public opinion in the matter. Those 
of the faithful who have some acquaintance with the biblical and religious sciences are 
asking how far the process of demythologization is to go under the aegis of a certain type 
of hermeneutics. 
 
*** 
 
Such, then are the views being spread abroad, and such the mentality of that produces 
them. In order to answer them, we must dwell briefly, first of all, on the New Testament, 
and document its authoritative testimony. 
 
 
II. The World of the New Testament 
 
Different Views of Demons 
 
Even before we remind ourselves of the independence of mind Jesus always showed with 
regard to the opinions of his day, it is important to note that his contemporaries did not all 
share the common belief concerning angels and demons which some today seem to 
attribute to them and which (in their view) himself simply reflects. In the Book of Acts 
we read how a declaration of St. Paul caused a dispute among the members of Sanhedrin. 
At this point, the writer of Acts comments that the Sadducees, unlike the Pharisees, 
admitted neither resurrection...[nor] angels nor spirits." [Acts 23:8] In other words, as the 
text is understood by competent exegetes, they did not believe in the resurrection and 
consequently did not believe in angels and demons either.[3] Contemporary opinion on 
Satan, demons, and angels thus followed two diametrically opposed lines. How, then, can 
it be claimed that when Jesus exorcised and later gave the others the power to expel 
demons, and then the New Testament writers in their turn accepted this, they were simply 
adopting, in a wholly uncritical way, the ideas and practices of the time? 
 
There is no doubt, of course, that Christ and, much more, the apostles were men of their 
day and shared their culture. Jesus, however, by reason of his divine nature and the 
revelation he came to communicate, transcended his situation and his age and rose above 
the pressures these exerted. We need only read the Sermon on the Mount to be convinced 
that his intellectual freedom was no less than his respect for the past.[4] When, therefore, 
he revealed the meaning of his redemptive activity, he evidently had to take account not 



only of the Pharisees, who believed, as he did, in the future world, the soul, spirits, and 
resurrection, but also the Sadducees, who did not hold these beliefs. When the former 
accused him of expelling demons with the aid of the prince of demons,[Mt. 12:24, Mk. 
3:22, Lk. 11:15] he could have sided with the Sadducees but then he would have denied 
himself and his mission. Consequently, without repudiating the belief in spirits and the 
resurrection, which he shared with the Pharisees, he had to dissociate himself from this 
group while also opposing the Sadducees. 
 
To maintain today, therefore, that Jesus' words about Satan express only a teaching 
borrowed from his culture and are important for the faith of other believers is evidently to 
show little understanding either of Master's character or of his age. If Jesus and used this 
kind of language and, above all, if he translated it into practice during his ministry, it was 
because it expressed a doctrine that was to some extent essential to the idea and reality of 
the salvation he was bringing. 
 
 
III. The New Testament 
 
A. The Personal Testimony of Jesus 
 
Christ worked his major cures of possessed people at points which were decisive, 
according to the accounts of his ministry. The exorcisms he performed forced people to 
face the question of his person and mission, and also suggested the true answer, as the 
reactions of these exorcisms make sufficiently clear.[5] Without ever making Satan the 
focus of his Gospel, Jesus nevertheless spoke of him only at evidently crucial moments 
and in important statements. 
 
Jesus and Satan 
 
To begin with, Jesus started his public ministry by allowing the devil to tempt him in the 
wilderness; Mark's account, precisely because of its restraint, is as significant as those of 
Matthew and Luke.[6] Jesus warned his hearers against this enemy in the Sermon on the 
Mount and in the prayer he taught his disciples, the Our Father (as many exegetes admit 
today,[7] following the testimony of some liturgies[8]). In his parables he blamed Satan 
for the barriers set against his preaching,[9] as in the parable of the weeds sown in the 
farmers field.[10] He told Simon Peter that the "power of hell" would attempt to prevail 
over the Church[11] and that Satan would sift him and the other disciples.[12] As he left 
the upper room, he predicted the imminent coming of "the Prince of this world."[13] In 
Gethsemane, when the soldiers laid hands on him to arrest him, he declared that the hour 
of "the power of darkness"[14] had come; but he also knew, and had already said in the 
upper room, that "the prince of this world has been condemned."[15] 
 
These facts and statements - circumstantial, repeated, and consistent among themselves - 
are not peripheral, nor can they be treated as novelistic intrusions which need too be 
demythologized. Otherwise, we would have to admit that at these critical moments the 
consciousness of Jesus, despite its evident lucidity and self-mastery in face of the Jews, 



was in fact, subject to delusions and his words lacked all consistency. This would be in 
sharp contrast to the impression received by the first hearers and readers of the Gospel. 
The conclusion is therefore inescapable. Satan, whom Jesus attacked with his exorcisms 
and confronted in the wilderness and in his passion, cannot be simply a product of the 
human ability to tell stories and personify ideas nor a stray survival of a primitive culture 
and its language. 
 
B. The Pauline Writings 
 
It is true that in sketching with broad strokes the situation of mankind before Christ's 
coming, St. Paul in his Letter to the Romans personifies sin and death and shows the 
latter's fearful power. When viewed in context of his teachings as a whole, this 
personification is clearly not a purely literal touch but springs from his acute awareness 
of the importance of the cross of Jesus and the necessity of the faith Jesus requires. 
 
Satan Distinct from Sin 
 
Moreover, Paul does not identify sin with Satan. He sees sin first and foremost for what it 
really is in its essence: a personal human act leading to a state of sin and blindness into 
which Satan desires to bring and keep people.[16] Paul thus clearly distinguishes Satan 
from sin. The same Apostle who admits that without grace he is helpless before "the law 
of sin in my members"[17] is also very decisive in his urging that we resist Satan,[18] not 
allow him to rule us and not to give him any occasion or advantage,[19] but trample him 
underfoot.[20] The reason for this language is that in Paul's eyes Satan is a personal 
being, "the god of the present age,"[21] and a cunning adversary distinct both from us 
and from the sin which he urges on us. 
 
The Activity of Satan 
 
Like the evangelists, the Apostle sees Satan at work in the history of the world; in what 
he calls "the secret force of lawlessness"[22], in the unbelief which refuses to 
acknowledge Jesus as Lord[23] and the aberration of idolatry[24]; in the seductive 
temptations which threaten the fidelity of the Church to Christ her Spouse[25]; and, 
finally, in the eschatological perversion which leads to the worship of the man who sets 
himself in God's place.[26] Satan assuredly leads people into sin but he is himself distinct 
from the evil he leads others to do. 
 
C. The Apocalypse and the Gospel of John 
 
The Apocalypse 
 
The Apocalypse is, before all else, a splendid evocation of the power which the risen 
Christ exercises in those who bear witness to his Gospel. It proclaims the triumph of the 
Lamb who was slain but we would completely mistake the nature of his victory if we did 
not see it as the climax of a long struggle in which, through the mediation of the human 
powers that oppose the Lord Jesus, Satan and his angels play a significant role (all these 



spirits being distinct from one another as their agents on the scene of history). The 
Apocalypse emphasizes the various enigmatic names and symbols of Satan and unmasks 
them to show who lurks behind them.[27] Satan's action unfolds through all the centuries 
of history as man lives under God's eyes. 
 
The Fourth Gospel 
 
We will not be surprised, therefore, to find in the Gospel of St. John Jesus speaks of the 
devil and calls him "the Prince of this world."[28] Satan's action on man is admittedly 
interior but it is impossible to regard him as therefore simply a personification of sin and 
temptation. Jesus acknowledges that to sin is to be a "slave"[29] but he does not identify 
Satan either with this slavery or with the sin in which it is manifested. The devil has only 
a moral influence on sinners, to the extent that they consent to the actions he 
suggests[30]; they freely follow his "wishes"[31] and do his "works."[32] Only in this 
sense, and to this extent, is Satan the "father" of sinners,[33] for between him and the 
conscience of the human person there always remains the spiritual distance separating the 
devil's "lies" and the consent we can give or refuse,[34] just as between Christ and us 
there will always be the distance which separates the "truth" he reveals or offers us, and 
the faith with which we accept it. 
 
*** 
 
It was for all these reasons that the Fathers of the Church were convinced from Scripture 
that Satan and the demons are the enemies of man's redemption, and they did not fail to 
remind the faithful of their existence and action. 
 
 
IV. General Teaching of the Fathers 
 
As early as the second century of the Christian era Melito of Sardis wrote a work, On the 
devil[35]; it would be difficult to name a single Father who was completely silent on the 
subject. Those most concerned to shed light on the devil's action were evidently, the 
writers who were trying to show the divine plan in history, especially St. Irenaeus and 
Tertullian, St. Victorinus of Pettau at a later date, and, finally, St. Augustine. 
 
Important Patristic Views of Satan 
 
St. Irenaeus held that the devil is an "apostate angel"[36] and that Christ, who focused on 
his own person the whole war this enemy was waging on us, had to confront him at the 
beginning of his ministry.[37] On a broader canvas, and with a more vigorous brush, St. 
Augustine showed Satan at work in the conflict between the "two cities," a conflict which 
began in heaven and when God's first creatures, the angels, chose to be faithful or 
unfaithful to their Lord.[38] The society formed by sinners he regards as a mystical 
"body" of the devil.[39] St. Gregory the Great will speak of this "body" later in his 
Moralia in Job.[40] 
 



Pride and Malice of the Fallen Spirits 
 
The majority of the Fathers reflected Origen's idea that the fallen angels had committed a 
fleshly sin and, instead, saw the angels' pride as the reason for their fall. The "pride" of 
the angels was manifested in their desire to exalt themselves above their condition, to 
maintain complete independence and to make themselves divine. Many Fathers, 
moreover, emphasized not only the pride of the angels but their malice towards men. For 
St. Irenaeus, the devil's apostasy began when he became jealous of a man and sought to 
make him rebel against his Creator.[41] According to Tertullian, Satan tried to frustrate 
the Lord's plan by turning the pagan mysteries into caricatures of the Christian 
sacraments.[42] Patristic teaching was thus substantially faithful to the teaching and 
outlook of the New Testament. 
 
 
V. The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) and its Teaching on Demons 
 
A. The Dogmatic Statement 
 
In the course of 20 centuries the teaching authority in the Church has made a few 
dogmatic statements on the devil and the demons. The reason for this is that the occasions 
for such statements have been rare. In fact, there have been only two, the more important 
of them arising at the beginning of the 13th century when the Cathars or Albigensians 
revived Manichaean or Priscillianist dualism. Yet the dogmatic statement was placed in a 
doctrinal framework familiar to us; it is in tune with our present day sensibilities, since it 
is set within the vision of the universe and its creation by God. 
 
"We firmly believe and profess without qualification," that the Three Divine Persons "are 
the one and principle of all things - Creator of all things visible and invisible, spiritual 
and corporeal, who, by his almighty power, from the very beginning of time has created 
both orders of creatures in the same way out of nothing, the spiritual or angelic world and 
the corporeal or visible universe. And afterward He formed the creature man, who in a 
way belongs to both orders, as he is composed of spirit and body. For the devil and the 
other demons were created by God good according to their nature, but they made 
themselves evil by their own doing. As for man, his sin was at the prompting of the 
devil."[43] 
 
In this sufficient exposition the Council says of the devil and the demons only that, being 
creatures of the one God, they are not evil by their very nature but became evil through 
the exercise of their free will. Nothing is said of the number of demons or their precise 
sin or the extent of their power. Such questions, being irrelevant to the doctrinal issue 
then raised, were left to theological discussion. Yet, succinct though it is, the conciliar 
statement is highly significant inasmuch as it was made by the most important council of 
the 13th century and was part of its profession of faith. This profession was preceded, 
historically, by the professions required a short time before from the Cathars and the 
Waldensians,[44] and it links up with the condemnations of the Priscillianists some 
centuries later.[45] 



 
Two Main Themes 
 
The profession will repay careful study. It shows the structure usual in dogmatic creeds 
and readily fits into the series that began with the Council of Nicaea. According to the 
part of the text we have quoted, there are from the present viewpoint, two connected 
themes of equal importance for the faith: The statement about the devil, to which we will 
have to give special consideration, follows a statement about God as Creator of all things, 
"visible and invisible," that is, of corporeal and incorporeal beings. 
 
B. First Theme of the Council: "God as Creator of Things Visible and Invisible" 
 
Scripture and the Fathers 
 
This statement about the Creator and the way it is formulated are of special importance 
for our subject, since they are so old the have their roots in the teaching of St. Paul. In 
glorifying the risen Christ, the Apostle had said that Christ exercises dominion over all 
things "in the heavens, on the earth and under the earth,"[46] "in this age [and] in the age 
to come."[47] Moreover, in affirming the pre-existence of Christ, Paul taught that "in him 
everything in heaven and on earth was created, things visible and invisible."[48] 
 
This doctrine of creation soon became very important in the Christian faith, because the 
Gnostics and the Marecionites tried for a long time to weaken it, in the period before 
Manichaeism and Priscillianism. The first creeds regularly stated that "things visible and 
invisible were all created by God." This teaching, put forth by the First Council of Nicaea 
and the First Council of Constantinople,[49] and then by the Council of Toledo,[50] was 
included in the creeds which the major Churches used in the rites of baptism.[51] It was 
also part of the great Eucharistic Prayers of St. James at Jerusalem,[52] of St. Basil in 
Asia Minor and at Alexandria,[53] and of the other Eastern Churches.[54] Among the 
Greek Fathers it appears as early as St. Irenaeus[55] and the Expositio fidei of St. 
Ahtanasius.[56] In the West, we find it in St. Gregory of Elvira,[57] St. Augustine,[58] 
St. Fulgentius,[59] and so on. 
 
At the time when the Cathars in the West, like the Bogomils in Eastern Europe, were 
reviving Manichaean dualism, Lateran IV could not do better in its profession of faith 
than to renew this declaration in its now traditional form. Henceforth, this dogmatic 
statement would be crucially important. It was soon repeated in the profession of faith 
issued by the Second Council of Lyons,[60] the Council of Florence(61) and the Council 
of Trent,[62] and reappeared, in the terms of Lateran IV, in the Dogmatic Constitution on 
the Catholic Faith (Dei Filius) of Vatican I.[63] 
 
We have here, then, a basic and constant affirmation of faith, which Lateran IV 
providentially emphasized in order to connect it with the conciliar statement on Satan and 
the demons. By so doing, the Council indicated that this subject, though important in its 
own right, belonged in the broader context of the teaching on creation in general and faith 
in the existence of angelic beings. 



 
C. Second Theme of the Council: The Devil 
 
1. The Text 
 
The statement on demons is far from being presented as a novelty called forth by 
circumstances and reached by way of doctrinal implication or theological deduction. On 
the contrary, it appears as a truth long since firmly established. The very formulation 
shows this, for, after affirming the creation of all things, the document does not pass to 
the devil and the demons as a logical conclusion. It does not say: "Therefore, Satan and 
the demons were created naturally good," as it would have had to say if this statement 
were something new and deduced from what had just been affirmed. Instead, it presents 
Satan as a proof of the preceding argument against dualism. It says: "For the devil and the 
other demons were created by God good according to their nature." In other words, the 
proposition about Satan and the demons is offered as an undisputed statement of the 
Christian mind. This is an important aspect of the document and the one that was 
inevitable, given the historical circumstances. 
 
2. Preparation 
 
a. Positive and Negative Formulations (Fourth-Fifth Centuries) 
 
The Traditional Teaching 
 
Ever since the fourth century the Church had taken a position against the Manichaean 
thesis of two coeternal and opposed principles.[64] In both the East and the West it had 
taught unhesitatingly that Satan and the demons were not only created but created 
naturally good. To the newly baptized St. Gregory Nazianzus says: You must believe that 
there exists nothing that is evil by essence, nor any kingdom [of evil], whether without a 
beginning or subsisting by itself or created by God."[65] 
 
The devil was looked upon as a creature of God; he was originally good and filled with 
light but, unfortunately, did not persevere in the truth in which he had been created [65a] 
but rebelled against the Lord.[66] The evil, therefore, came not from his nature but from a 
contingent act of his free will.[67] Statements to this effect - which can be found in St. 
Basil,[68] St. Gregory Nazianzus,[69] St. John Chrysostom,[70] and Didymus of 
Alexandria[71] in the East, and in Tertullian,[72] St. Eusibius of Vercelli,[73] St. 
Ambrose,[74] and St. Augustine[75] in the West - could readily be put into firm dogmatic 
form when needed. 
 
In the Form of Anathemas 
 
The De Trinitate attributed to St. Eusibius of Vercelli expresses the doctrine 
unhesitatingly in a series of anathemas: "If anyone maintains that the fallen angels were 
not in their original nature created by God but are self-subsistent so as to be their own 
principle of existence, let him be anathema. If anyone maintains that God created the 



fallen angels evil, and does not assert they became evil through the exercise of their own 
free will, let him be anathema. If anyone maintains, far be it from us! that an angel of 
Satan made the world, and does not affirm that all sin came through Satan, let him be 
anathema."[76] 
 
The anathema form of this passage was not wholly unique at this period; we find it used 
again in the Commonitorium which was attributed to St. Augustine and written for use in 
the abjuration of Manichaeism. This instruction anthemizes "anyone who maintains there 
are two natures, originating from two disparate principles: one nature being good (the one 
from God) and the other evil and not created by him."[77] 
 
In Positive Form 
 
Writers generally preferred, however, to express this same teaching in the direct and 
positive form of a statement to be accepted in faith. At the beginning of his De Genesi ad 
literam liber imperfectus, St. Augustine writes: "Catholic teaching bids us believe that the 
Trinity is one God who has made and created all things that exist, insofar as they do exist. 
Consequently, no creature, intellectual of corporeal (or, to use the succinct language of 
the divine Scripture: invisible or visible [cf. Col. 1:16]) is part of the divine nature, but 
has been made, and made by none other than God."[78] 
 
In Spain, the First Council of Toledo likewise professed that God is the Creator of "all 
[things] visible and invisible" and that apart from him "there exists no divine nature, 
angel, spirit, or power that can be regarded as God."[79] 
 
Thus, from the fourth century on, Christian faith, as taught and lived, found expression in 
this area in two dogmatic formulations, one positive and one negative. We will come 
upon them again, eight centuries later, in the time of Innocent III and the Fourth Lateran 
Council. 
 
b. St. Leo the Great 
 
St. Leo's Reply to Bishop Turibius 
 
In the interval, however, the dogmatic expressions we have been examining did not fall 
into disuse. On the contrary: in the fifth century, Pope St. Leo, in his letter to Bishop 
Turibius of Astorga (the authenticity of which is now beyond doubt), spoke with the 
same tone and the same clarity. Among the Prisciliianist errors he condemned, the 
following were to be found: "As your sixth point shows,[80] they maintain that the devil 
was never good, nor was his nature God's handiwork; that he came forth from the abyss 
of darkness, since no one created him, but rather he is both the source and the substance 
of all evil. The true Catholic faith, on the contrary, professes that the being of all 
creatures, be they spiritual or corporeal, is good, and that no being is by nature evil, since 
God, Creator of all things, made nothing that is not good. The devil, therefore, would be 
good in every sense if he had continued as God made him. When, however, he abused the 
excellence that was his by his origin and 'did not abide in the truth' (John 8:44), he did not 



change his nature but he did rebel against the supreme Good to which he should have 
adhered."[81] 
 
Influence of the Letter 
 
The doctrinal statement (from the words, "The true Catholic faith...professes," to the end) 
was regarded as so important that it was repeated verbatim among the additions made in 
the sixth century to the De ecclesiasticis dogmatibus of Gennadius of Marseilles.[82] The 
same doctrine would be authoritatively taught in St. Fulgentius' Regula ad Petrum. The 
Saint there says we must "maintain before all else," and "maintain unwaveringly," that 
whatever is not God is God's creature; that this is true of all things "visible and invisible"; 
that "some of the angels deliberately turned away from God their Creator who was the 
sole source of their happiness; and that "evil does not have substance or nature."[83] 
 
Given this historical background, we are not at all surprised that the Statuta Ecclesiae 
antiqua, a canonical collection of the fifth century, should include the following question 
among those to be asked concerning the Catholic faith of candidates for the episcopate: 
"Was the devil evil by nature or did he become evil through the misuse of his free 
will?[84] The same formula will recur in the profession of faith which Innocent III 
required of the Waldensians.[85] 
 
c. First Council of Braga (6th Century) 
 
The teaching was, therefore, common and firmly held. The many documents which give 
expression to it (we have pointed out the main ones) provided the doctrinal background 
for the First Council of Braga in the middle of the sixth century. Against the background 
of the seventh canon issued by the Synod is seen to be not an isolated text but a 
summation of fourth and fifth century teaching on the subject, and especially of the 
teaching of St. Leo the Great: "If anyone maintains that the devil was not originally a 
good angel created by God and that his nature did not come from God's hand, but claims 
instead, as Mani and Priscillian do, that he emerged from the abyss of darkness and was 
not brought into being by anyone, but is himself the source of substance of evil, let him 
be anathema."[86] 
 
3. The Coming of the Cathars (12th and 13th Centuries) 
 
The belief that the devil is a creature and that he turned away from God by a free act had 
thus been long explicit elements in the faith of the Church. At the Fourth Lateran 
Council, therefore, these statements had simply to be introduced into the conciliar 
profession of faith; there was no need to document them, because they represented beliefs 
which evidently were held by the Church. The insertion of these statements into a creed, 
which from a dogmatic viewpoint could have been done at and earlier time, had by now 
become a necessity, since the Cathars were making certain ancient Manichaean errors a 
part of their own heresy. In the 12th and 13th centuries numerous professions of faith had 
had to reassert that God is Creator of all things "visible and invisible," as well as the 
author of the two Testaments, and specifically, that the devil was not evil by nature but 



had become evil as the result of a free choice.[87] 
 
The Contemporary Scene 
 
The old dualist views, as part of a broad doctrinal and spiritual movement, were doing 
real harm to the faith in Southern France and Northern Italy. Ermengaud of the Beziers 
had had to write a treatise against those heretics "who maintain and believe that our world 
and all visible things were created not by God but by the devil," and that there exist both 
a good and omnipotent God and evil god, namely the devil.[88] In Northern Italy, 
Bonacursus, a convert from Catharism, had already sounded the alarm and described the 
various schools within the sect.[89] The Summa contra haereticos which appeared 
shortly afterward for a long time was attributed to Prepositinus of Cremona, is more to 
the point for us, since it tells of the impact the dualist heresy had on the teaching of that 
period. 
 
The treatment of the Catharist position in Summa begins as follows: "Almighty God - 
this heretic says - created only invisible, incorporeal beings. The devil - whom he calls 
the god of darkness - created visible and corporeal beings. After saying this, the heretic 
says that there are two sources of existing things, the source of good (almighty God) and 
the source of evil (the devil). Moreover, two kinds of nature exist: One is good, belongs 
to incorporeal beings and was created by almighty God; the other is evil, belongs to 
corporeal beings and was created by the devil. The heretic who holds these views used to 
be called a Manichaean in earlier times; today he is called a Cathar."[90] 
 
The Book of Two Principles 
 
This summary, brief as it is, important for its very compactness. Nowadays, we are in a 
position to supplement it with the Book of Two Principles, which was written by a 
Carthist theologian shortly after the Fourth Lateran Council.[91] This little handbook for 
the use of militants in the sect goes deeply into the details of the Carthist arguments and 
bases them on Sacred Scripture. Its aim is to refute the doctrine of a single Creator and to 
prove from the Bible the existence of two ultimate and contrary principles.[92] Alongside 
the good God, it says, "we must acknowledge the existence of another principle, which is 
the source of evil and maliciously opposes the true God and his creatures."[93] 
 
D. Value of the Fourth Lateran Statement 
 
At the beginning of the 13th century, these last assertions were far from being the views 
simply of intellectuals and specialists. They reflected a set of erroneous beliefs which 
inspired, and were spread by, a multitude of interconnected, well-organized and active 
sect groups. The Church was forced to intervene and to repeat as forcefully as possible 
the doctrinal statements of earlier centuries. This is what Pope Innocent III did when he 
inserted the two dogmatic propositions we have been examining into the profession of 
faith drawn up by the Fourth Lateran Council. The profession was officially read to the 
bishops and they approved it; they were asked, "Do you believe everything contained 
herein?" and all relied, "We do."[94] The conciliar document in its entirety, then, is a 



statement of the faith, by reason of its nature and form, which are those of a creed, each 
main point has a dogmatic value. 
 
Interpreting a Profession of Faith 
 
It would clearly be erroneous to maintain that each section of a profession of faith must 
contain only one dogmatic statement. This would apply to a profession of faith a 
principle of interpretation that is valid in the case, for example, of a decree of the Council 
of Trent, in which each chapter usually concentrates on a single dogmatic theme: The 
necessity of preparing ourselves for justification,[95] the real presence of Christ in the 
Eucharist,[96] and so on. 
 
The first section of Lateran IV's profession of faith, on the contrary, though equal in 
number of lines to the chapter of Trent on "the gift of perseverance,"[97] contains a 
number of affirmations of faith (most of them already defined) concerning the oneness of 
God, the Trinity and the equality of the Persons, the simplicity of their nature, the 
"processions" of the Son and the Holy Spirit. It also contains the doctrine on creation and 
especially the two statements on the creation by God of all beings corporeal and 
incorporeal as well as on the creation of the devil and on his sin. As we have already 
shown, these points had been part of the Church's express teaching in the fourth and fifth 
centuries. When the Council made them part of its own creed, it simply recognized the 
fact that they belonged to the universal rule of faith. 
 
The assertion that demons exist and have power is not based solely on these more 
categorical documents. They find another, more general and less formal expression in 
conciliar statements every time the condition of man without Christ is described. 
 
 
VI. Traditional Teaching of Popes and Councils 
 
Pope St. Leo the Great 
 
Toward the middle of the fifth century, on the eve of the Council of Chalcedon, the Tome 
which St. Leo the Great addressed to Flavian specified one purpose of the economy of 
salvation by speaking of Christ's victory over death and over the devil who, according to 
the Letter to the Hebrews, was prince of death.[98] 
 
Councils of Florence and Trent 
 
Later, when the Council of Florence spoke of redemption, it portrayed it in biblical terms 
as a liberation from the domination of Satan.[99] The Council of Trent, summing up the 
teaching of St. Paul, asserted that sinful man is "under the power of the devil and 
death."[100] In saving us, God "has rescued us from the power of darkness and 
transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption and 
remission of sins,"[101] while those who sin after baptism "have given themselves over 
to...the power of the devil."[102] 



 
This is, in fact, the primitive and universal faith of the Church as attested from the first 
centuries in the liturgy of Christian initiation. Here, just before the baptism, the 
catechumens renounce Satan, profess their faith in the Blessed Trinity and dedicate 
themselves to Christ their Savior.[103] 
 
It was with this traditional teaching in mind that the Second Vatican Council, being more 
concerned with the present life of the Church than with the doctrine of creation, did not 
fail to warn us against the activity of Satan and the demons. Vatican II, like the Councils 
of Florence and Trent before it, has once again proclaimed with the Apostle that Christ 
came to "rescue" us "from the power of darkness."[104] Using the Scriptural language of 
St. Paul and the Apocalypse, the conciliar Constitution on the Church in the World Today 
says that "a monumental struggle against the powers of darkness pervades the whole 
history of man. The battle was joined in the very beginning of the world and will 
continue until the last day, as the Lord has said."[105][cf. Mt. 24:13; 13:24-34 and 36-43] 
 
Elsewhere Vatican II renews the warning issued by the Letter to the Ephesians that we 
must "put on the armor of God so that you may be able to stand firm against the tactics of 
the devil."[106] For, as the same document reminds the laity, "or battle is not against 
human forces but against the principalities and powers, the rulers of this world of 
darkness, the evil spirits in regions above."[107] 
 
We are not surprised, finally, to see that when the Council wishes to present the Church 
as God's kingdom that has already begun, it appeals to the miracles of Jesus and 
specifically to his exorcisms.[108] For, it was precisely with reference to exorcisms that 
Jesus made the well-known statement: "The reign of God is upon you."[109] 
 
The liturgy, to which we have already had occasion to refer, offers an especially valuable 
witness, since the liturgy is the concrete expression of the faith as it is actually lived. We 
should not ask the liturgy, however, to satisfy our curiosity about the nature, categories 
and names of the demons. The function of the liturgy in this area is simply to emphasize 
the existence of demons and the danger they represent for Christians. The liturgy directly 
echoes the New Testament teaching when it reminds us that the life of the baptized is a 
struggle, carried on with the grace of Christ and the strength of his Spirit, against the 
world, the flesh and the demonic beings.[110] 
 
We must be careful today in using the argument from the liturgy. On the one hand, the 
sacramental rights of the Eastern Churches, with their accumulated wealth of detail and 
complicated demonology, are likely to mislead us. On the other, the documents of the 
Latin liturgy have often been revised in course of the centuries. This very fact should 
cause us to be prudent in the conclusions we draw. 
 
Liturgical Rites of the Past 
 
The ancient Latin rite of public penance gave forceful expression to the action of the 
devil in sinners; unfortunately, these texts, though still preserved in the Roman 



Pontifical,[111] have long since fallen into disuse. Until 1972 we could also have cited 
the prayer in the Recommendation of the Departing Soul to God, which evoked the 
horrors of hell and the final assaults of the devil[112] but these expressive texts have now 
disappeared from use. 
 
The special ministry of the exorcist, though not totally abolished, has in our time been 
reduced to a remotely possible service which may be rendered only at the request of the 
bishop[113]; in fact, there is now no rite for the conferring of this ministry. Such an 
attitude to exorcism evidently does not mean that priests no longer have the power to 
exorcize or that they may no longer use it. Since, however, the Church no longer makes 
exorcism a special ministry, it no longer attributes to exorcisms the important role they 
had in the early centuries of its life. This development must certainly be taken into 
account. 
 
We must not conclude from these changes in the rites that the liturgy now shows a 
lessening or revision of the traditional faith. The Roman Missal of 1970 bears witness to 
the Church's convictions regarding the activity of demons. 
 
a) The Gospels 
 
Now, as in the past, the liturgy for the Second Sunday of Lent reminds the faithful of how 
the Lord Jesus overcame the tempter; the three Synoptic accounts of the incident appear 
successively in the Mass readings of the three-year cycle. The "Proto-Evangel" (Genesis 
3:15) with its promise of victory for the seed of the woman over the seed of the serpent, 
is read on the 10th Sunday of Year B and on Saturday of the Fifth Week. On the Feast of 
the Assumption and in the Common of the Blessed Virgin we read Apocalypse 12:1-6, on 
the dragon's threat to the woman who is giving birth. Mark 3:20-35, which relates the 
exchange between Jesus and the Pharisees concerning Beelzebul, is another of the 
readings for the 10th Sunday of Year B. 
 
The parable of the wheat and the weeds (Matthew 13:23-43) is read on the 15th Sunday 
of the Year A, and the explanation of the parable (Matthew 13:36-46) on the on 
Wednesday of the 13th Week. The promise that the prince of this world will be defeated 
(John 12:20-33) is read on the Fifth Sunday of Lent (Year B), and John 14:30 during the 
following week. 
 
b)The Apostolic Letters 
 
Among the readings from the Apostles, Ephesians 2:1-10 is assigned to the Monday of 
the 29th Week; Ephesians 6:10-20, to the Common of the Saints and to Thursday of the 
13th Week. 1 John 3:7-10 is read on January 4, while the Feast of St. Mark has the 
passage from the First Letter of Peter which speaks of the devil circling his prey as he 
prepares to devour it. 
 
Many more passages would be cited if we wanted a complete list but the examples given 
show that the most important Scriptural texts on the devil are still part of the Church's 



official lectionary. 
 
The Sacramental Rites 
 
a) Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults 
 
It is true that the rite of Christian initiation of adults has been altered and no longer 
addresses commands to the devil. It achieves the same purpose, however, by turning to 
God in prayer.[114] The language is less striking but is nonetheless expressive and 
effective. Consequently, it is an error to claim that exorcisms have been eliminated from 
the new ritual for Baptism. The error is, in fact, perfectly obvious, since the new rite for 
the catechumenate has even introduced hitherto unknown "minor" exorcisms throughout 
the period of the catechumenate, before the "major" exorcisms.[115] 
 
b) Exorcisms in the Baptismal Rite 
 
The exorcisms remain, then. Now, as in the past, they ask for victory over "Satan," "the 
devil," "the prince of this world" and the "power of darkness," while the three traditional 
"scrutinies," during which the exorcisms take place, as in the past, have the negative and 
positive aims they always had: To free the catechumens from sin and the devil, and, at the 
same time, to strengthen them in Christ.[116] The rite of infant Baptism, too, whatever 
people may think, still has an exorcism.[117] This does not mean that the Church 
considers these children to be possessed by Satan: the Church does, however, believe that 
they, too, need all the effects of redemption wrought by Christ. Before baptism every 
person, child or adult, bears the mark of sin and Satan's action. 
 
c) Liturgy of Penance 
 
The liturgy of private Penance has less to say of the devil than in the past. On the other 
hand, communal penance services have brought back an old prayer which mentions the 
influence of Satan on sinners.[118] 
 
d) Liturgy of the Sick 
 
In the ritual of the sick, as we already pointed out, the prayer in the Recommendation of 
the Departing Soul to God no longer emphasizes the disquieting presence of Satan. In the 
course of the anointing, however, the celebrant prays that the sick person "be freed from 
sin and every temptation."[119] The sacred oil is regarded as a "protection for body, soul, 
and spirit,"[120] and the prayer Commendo te, without mentioning hell and the devil, 
indirectly refers to their existence and action when it asks Christ to save the dying person 
and number him or her among "his" sheep and "his" chosen ones. The language used is 
evidently intended to avoid upsetting the sick person and his family but it derives 
nevertheless from the faith in the mystery of evil. 
 
 
VII. Conclusion 



 
The Existence of Satan is a Matter of Faith 
 
To sum up: The position of the Catholic Church on demons is clear and firm. The 
existence of Satan and the demons has indeed never been the object of an explicit 
affirmation by the Magisterium but this is because the question was never put in those 
terms. Heretics and faithful alike, on the basis of Scripture, were in agreement on the 
existence and chief misdeeds of Satan and his demons. 
 
For this reason, when doubt is thrown these days on the reality of the devil we must, as 
we observed earlier, look to the constant and universal faith of the Church and to its chief 
source, the teaching of Christ. It is in the teaching of the Gospel and in the heart of the 
faith as lived that the existence of the world of demons is a revealed dogma. The 
contemporary disaffection which we criticized at the beginning of this essay is, therefore, 
not simply a challenge to a secondary element of Christian thought but a direct denial of 
the constant faith of the Church, its way of conceiving redemption, and (at the source of 
both of these) the very consciousness of Jesus himself. 
 
Therefore, when speaking recently of evil as this "terrible reality, mysterious and 
frightening," His Holiness Paul VI could assert with authority: "It is a departure from the 
picture provided by biblical and Church teaching to refuse to acknowledge the Devil's 
existence; to regard him as a self-sustaining principle who, unlike other creatures, does 
not owe his origin to God; or to explain the Devil as a pseudo-reality, a conceptual and 
fanciful personification of the unknown causes of our misfortunes."[121] Exegetes and 
theologians should not be deaf to this warning. 
 
Neither Dualism nor Rationalist Reduction 
 
We repeat, therefore that, though still emphasizing in our day the real existence of the 
demonic, the Church has no intention either of taking us back to the dualist and 
Manichaean speculations of the past or of proposing an alternative explanation more 
acceptable to reason. Its desire is simply to remain faithful to the Gospel and its 
requirements. 
 
Men Are Responsible for the Evil They Do 
 
The Church has evidently never allowed men to shrug off their own responsibility by 
blaming their sins on the devil. It has not hesitated to speak out against such evasion 
when it appears; with Chrysostom it has said: "It is not the devil but men's own 
carelessness that is responsible for all their falls and for all the misfortunes they 
lament."[122] 
 
In this area, Christian teaching with its energetic defense of man's liberty and dignity and 
its emphasis on the omnipotence and goodness of the Creator refuses to yield ground. It 
has condemned in the past, and will always condemn, any excessive readiness of man to 
excuse himself on the grounds that the devil tempted him. It has proscribed both 



superstition and magic; it has rejected every doctrinal capitulation to fatalism and every 
abdication of liberty in the face of violence. 
 
Critical Attitude to Claims of Diabolical Intervention 
 
In speaking, moreover, of a possible diabolical intervention, the Church always takes a 
critical stance, as it does in speaking of a possible miracle. In all these matters the Church 
asks for reserve and prudence. And, in fact, it is easy to fall victim to imagination and to 
let oneself be led astray by reports that are inaccurate, poorly transmitted or tendentiously 
interpreted, In these, as in other cases, discernment must be exercised and room left for 
investigation and its results. 
 
Yet the Devil is Real and to be Feared 
 
All of these considerations notwithstanding, the Church is simply being faithful to the 
example of Christ when it asserts that the warning of St. Peter to be "sober" and alert is 
always relevant.[123] In our day, we must indeed defend ourselves against a new 
"intoxication" with Satan. But technical knowledge and power, too, can intoxicate! Man 
today is proud of his discoveries, and often with good reason, But, in the area we are here 
discussing, is it certain that man's penetrating analyses have explained all the phenomena 
that characteristically manifest the presence of the devil? Is there nothing problematic left 
in this area? Have exegesis and the study of the Fathers solved all the difficulties that lurk 
in the texts? Nothing is less certain! 
 
Modern Man Can be Naive 
 
In other periods of history, men were certainly somewhat naive in expecting to meet one 
or other demon at the crossroads of their minds. But would it not be just as naive today to 
assume that our methods have enabled us to say the last word about those deep places of 
the mind where the relations between the soul and body, between the supernatural, the 
preternatural, and the human, and between revelation and reason all intertwine? These 
matters have always been regarded as vast and complicated. Our contemporary methods, 
like those of earlier generations, have insurmountable limitations. Modesty, which, after 
all, is a characteristic of true intelligence, must always have place and help us keep to the 
right path. This virtue takes account of the future and enables the Christian to make room 
for the contribution of revelation, or, to put it in a single word, for faith. 
 
The Importance of Faith 
 
It is, in fact, to faith that St. Peter ant Apostle appeals when he urges us to resist the devil 
as men "solid in your faith." Faith tells us that evil is "a living, spiritual being that is 
perverted and perverts others."[124] Faith is also a source of confidence, for it assures us, 
in addition, that while the devil is able to tempt, he cannot extort our consent. Most of all, 
faith opens the heart to prayer, wherein it finds triumph and crown, for prayer wins for us 
the victory over evil, thanks to God's grace. 
 



Evil is a Mystery 
 
It is certain that the reality of the devil, as concretely attested by what we call the mystery 
of evil, is today, as always, an enigma surrounding the Christian's life. We are little wiser 
than the Apostles as to why the Lord permits it and how he makes it serve his purposes. 
Yet, it may be that in our civilization, which is so secularized and so focused on the 
horizontal plane of man's life, unexpected manifestations of this mystery have a meaning 
not impossible to ascertain. For, such manifestations oblige us to look further and higher, 
beyond immediate evidences. The insolent threats with which the evil darkens our path 
enable us to glimpse the existence of a beyond which challenges us to understand it and 
then turn to Christ so that we may hear from him the Good News of the salvation he 
graciously offers us. 
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