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The statement to which I am prepared to attach my name is this: that, conjoined with the rubbish of much ignorance and some deplorable folly and fraud, there is a body of well-established facts, beyond denial and outside any philosophical explanation; which facts promise to open a new world of human enquiry and experience, are in the highest degree interesting, and tend to elevate ideas of the continuity of life and to reconcile, perhaps, the materialist and metaphysician.
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Introduction

THERE ARE SORCERERS AMONG US. They are mothers and fathers, businesspeople and physicians, our friends and neighbors next-door. They are people who go to church on Sundays—and who pray.

If sorcerer sounds like too strong a term, consider a 1994 Gallup poll which found that 5 percent of Americans have prayed for harm to come to others.1 They are just the one-in-twenty who will admit it; the actual prevalence of using prayer to hurt others is undoubtedly much greater. What is the difference between a prayer to harm others and the curse of a sorcerer?

I began seriously to explore prayer’s potential for harm shortly after the publication of my book Healing Words in 1993, in which I discussed a variety of scientific experiments that strongly suggest that the effects of prayer are real. Most readers responded warmly to this information, grateful to discover that their belief in prayer could be grounded in science. A small minority, however, wrote vehement letters to me condemning the prayer experiments as heresy, blasphemy, and sin. The researchers, they said, were trying to “test God” and attempting to “set a trap” for the Almighty.

A few angry believers vowed to pray that I would see things the right way—their way. At first I was happy for all the attention—the book became a best-seller. I was grateful that others would be willing actually to pray for me, and I responded with letters of my own, in which I thanked them for their concern and for their prayers. Then I began to think more deeply about the prayers they were offering. To me, many of them felt like attempts to turn my life upside down, to force me to become someone I was not. The pray-ers, I felt, wanted radically to rearrange my thinking, change my behaviors, and install their views in place of my own. Some of these prayers appeared indistinguishable from curses and hexes—attempts to control the thought and behavior of a victim against his or her will.

Paradoxically, the pray-ers claimed to be acting solely out of love and concern. Perhaps they were, but their prayers didn’t feel compassionate, and their words didn’t sound loving, and eventually I found myself shrinking from this brand of prayer.

As a result of Healing Words, opportunities arose to discuss prayer with audiences around the country. Almost invariably someone would ask, “If there is evidence that prayer can help, is there proof that it can harm?” The response of audiences to this question was fascinating. The questioner usually drew disapproving looks, as if he or she had entered forbidden territory.

We don’t fully trust prayer, perhaps because it invokes powers that we feel cannot be understood and controlled. Our ambivalence toward prayer is embedded in our language. For instance, our word deprecate, meaning to belittle someone, is related to the Latin root of prayer, precarius. Mythologist Karl Kerényi points out in his book, The Gods of the Greeks, that the name of the Greek god of war, Ares, “sounded like ara'—curse'—although, indeed this word also means prayer’—and was almost another name for war.”2 Prayer, therefore, has long seemed connected with violence and harm.

The fear of prayer often erupts even when prayer is used benevolently, as was the case at an upscale mental health facility in New England. A psychotherapist was summoned by the clinic director to explain why her patients were recovering and being discharged earlier than the patients of other therapists. “Why are your patients getting well faster? What are you doing that’s different?” he inquired. When she revealed that she prayed for her patients and that she felt this might account for the differences in clinical outcome, an urgent meeting of the clinic staff was called to discuss the situation. Everyone was extremely nervous about this highly controversial therapy. As a result, she was commanded to discontinue praying, because it gave her patients “an unfair advantage.”3

Florence Nightingale, the founder of modern nursing, was a deeply spiritual woman who was concerned about the potential of prayer to manipulate others. The excellence of God, she said, is that he is inexorable. If he could be changed by people’s praying, we should be at the mercy of those who attempt to change his mind through their prayers. She spoke of “old James Martin,” who preferred having all prayers set down and arranged, because he worried that some people, for all he knew, might be praying that “the money might be taken out of his pocket and put into theirs.4

Recipients of prayer can also be ambivalent. In his book, Surviving AIDS, singer and activist Michael Callen wrote, “I recently discovered that my Methodist mother has organized a prayer group that regularly prays for my healing. I was simultaneously deeply moved and horrified.”5

Some people say they resent prayer because it is an uninvited invasion of their “psychological space.” I would propose that deep down, however, there lurks a primordial fear of being controlled or harmed by the thoughts and wishes of others—and a revulsion at the possibility that they, too, might possess the power to harm others with their minds.

The Greeks were not as squeamish as we are in confronting the potential to harm others with the mind. In his Laws, Plato met the issue head-on. He recommended the death sentence for anybody using “spells, charms, incantations or other such sorceries” for purposes of mischief….”6 What if we took seriously the evidence favoring the negative effects of the mind, which we shall soon examine? Would we, as Plato advised, prosecute negative pray-ers? What if we actually convicted the 5 percent of our population who have “committed” negative prayer? Would we imprison them? Not likely. Prayer cannot be blocked by bars.

As of this writing, eleven medical schools in the United States offer courses dealing with spirituality in clinical practice, and sixty of them—roughly half of the medical schools in this country—have expressed interest in developing such programs.7 This trend reflects a growing recognition of the role of religious practice and prayer in health. But as the evidence for the positive effects of prayer becomes more widely known, medicine will have to begin grappling with the potential harm associated with these practices as well.

Dr. Marilyn J. Schlitz, director of research at the Institute of Noetic Sciences in Sausalito, California, has helped draw attention to these concerns. Her background in anthropology enables her to take a broad view of the powers of consciousness. “If a person can influence the physiology of another person at a distance, it is clearly possible that that influence may not always be positive,” she states.


Along the Sepic River in Papua, New Guinea, for example, one person is both the healer and the sorcerer. He is both the solution to your malaise and the cause. Is this the kind of person you really want to have as your healer? Clearly, as we move forward, we must think about the moral and ethical implications of [these issues].8



In conventional medicine, however, we have not considered the ability of individuals to harm others with their thoughts at a distance, mainly because we’ve been reluctant to acknowledge the existence of distant mental phenomena in general. But denying the dark side of prayer is like ignoring the harmful side effects of a drug. It is completely unjustified, no matter how great the drug’s benefits may be. Schlitz explains why these issues are important to everyone.


The most profound implications … are at the societal level…. We … assume that we are isolated beings and that “my thoughts are my thoughts and yours are yours, and ne’er the twain shall meet.” In fact, I think [the] data support the idea that we are interconnected at a level that has yet to be fully recognized by Western science and that is very far from being integrated into our worldview. If my intentions can influence the physiology of a distant person, if your thoughts can be incorporated into mine, not just in clinical settings but everywhere, it requires that we be more thoughtful and responsible not only for our actions but for the ways in which we think about and interact with other people.9



If we accept that human thought has distant effects, it is irrational to think that individuals throughout history would not have tried using this power for harm. This is the domain of curses, hexing, the casting of spells, and the use of prayer to harm others. However, for every negative prayer or curse that is employed deliberately, there are a thousand “little curses” that are launched unintentionally. As we shall see, these are offered unthinkingly by perfectly nice individuals who would not willfully harm anyone. The goal of this book is to explore how these practices manifest in everyday life.

Are prayers and curses related? Dion Fortune (1890–1946), who was trained in Freudian psychology and who was one of the best-known spiritualists of her day in England, believed the connections are profound. She observed, “There is no essential difference between sticking pins into a wax image of an enemy and burning candles in front of a wax image of the Virgin.”10

Michael Murphy, cofounder of California’s Esalen Institute and author of The Future of the Body, is also convinced that there is a thin line between curses, hexes, and religious practices. He observes,


It is held in most sacred traditions that virtually any capacity can be communicated without sensory cues. Such capacities … can be used destructively. The same religious traditions that celebrate metanormal transmission of illumined states also bear witness to communication abilities employed for egocentric, bullying, even monstrous purposes. There is a lore in virtually every religious culture about adepts who use their special powers … for selfish ends.11



Including the Jewish and Christian traditions. In spite of the fact that many believers insist that curses are employed only by diabolical individuals, they are right at home in the Bible and have often been employed by the spiritual elite. The prophet Elisha, for example, caused forty-two children to be devoured by bears for making fun of his baldness (2 Kings 2:23–24). The apostle Paul struck a sorcerer blind (Acts 13:11). And even Jesus blasted an apparently innocent fig tree for not bearing fruit (Matthew 21:9, Mark 11:13–14, 20–22). These instances challenge our tendency to make firm distinctions between curses and prayer. From the standpoint of the children devoured by bears, the blinded sorcerer, and the withered fig tree, is there any essential difference whether they were done in by a negative prayer or a curse? The most important consideration is the outcome associated with these events, not what they are called—a point made in the following joke:

A preacher and a New York City taxi driver die and suddenly find themselves facing St. Peter in heaven, who declares that they both deserve admission. St. Peter provides the preacher a modest home for his heavenly dwelling but awards the taxi driver a fabulous palace with fountains, vast lawns, and an army of servants.

“Unfair!” complains the preacher. “I spent all my life ministering to people. If this guy deserves a palace, so do I.”

St. Peter explains, “When you preached, people slept. When he drove his taxi, people prayed. We’re into outcomes up here. The decision stands.”

We reject negative prayers, curses, and hexes because we want to “keep God’s skirts clean,” as philosopher Alan Watts once put it. As one woman insisted, “My God is good. There is no room in him for negative prayer.” But denying the dark side of the Almighty is inconsistent with biblical teachings. Consider Isaiah 45:7: “I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil; I the Lord do all these things.” And Amos 3:6: “Shall there be evil in a city, and the Lord hath not done it?” And Ecclesiastes 11:14: “Good things and bad, life and death, poverty and wealth, come from the Lord.”

One of the major obstacles in confronting the issue of negative prayer, thus, is the desire always to put a good face on prayer. “If prayer appears to harm someone,” a devout physician told me, “it really wasn’t prayer that was responsible, but something else.” “Like what?” I asked. “I’m not sure,” he responded, “perhaps ‘mind over matter,’ but certainly not prayer.” Others don’t agree—such as the 5 percent of our population who say they have used prayer to harm others, mentioned above.

Like my physician friend who rejected out of hand the idea of harmful prayer, we never pause to ask why prayer might be capable of causing harm. Could a death-dealing form of prayer serve a valuable purpose? Might it come in handy?

The slightest examination of prayer reveals reasons why it can and should have negative consequences. When we pray for the recovery of someone who is sick with pneumonia, AIDS, or any other infection, we are praying for the death of millions of microorganisms that are causing the illness, whether we realize it or not. When we pray for cancer to disappear, we are asking for the wholesale destruction of the malignant cells. When we ask for heart disease to resolve, we want the obstructing lesions in the coronary arteries to be utterly obliterated. Even when we pray for our daily bread, we are requesting the death of wheat plants and the grain they bear. We ought to stop being so squeamish about prayer. We’d better hope our prayers can have lethal effects—because if they can’t, we are left holding the bag with a watered-down ritual that cannot deliver what we often ask of it.

Why are we so reluctant to acknowledge that prayer has a dark side? Why are we so intent on preserving prayer’s reputation? Many people associate prayer so intimately with God that they fear they are debasing the Almighty if they grant an untidy side to prayer. But prayer is what it is, warts and all, and I believe we should come clean with prayer and honor the evidence for its positive and negative sides. Acknowledging prayer’s potential for harm does not annul its power for good, which remains immense.

We should not fret that we will debase the Almighty by recognizing that prayer has a dark side. True, honoring the Absolute through prayer is a time-honored function of prayer, but one that is hardly needed by the Almighty. And prayer, like the Almighty, is majestic enough to survive the negative elements it contains. In any case, any “honor” we might bestow on the Absolute through prayer is rather like shining a flashlight into the sun; it adds little to the suns brilliance and just runs down the batteries. One might even say that our efforts to keep prayer clean are disrespectful of the power of the Almighty and therefore rather blasphemous. We don’t need to help out the Almighty; she is fully capable of handling the challenges posed by prayer’s complexities with no help from us.

Still, acknowledging that we can cause harm through prayer creates immense uneasiness; it is never comfortable to face one’s demons. But the greater risk is to deny our capacity to harm others with our thoughts and prayers. Not only will the mischief we cause continue unabated, we will remain potential victims ourselves by ignoring prayer’s possibility for harm.

Refusing to contemplate the negative side of life constitutes what depth psychologists call repressing the shadow—banishing our nasty, undesirable qualities to the unconscious corners of the mind. To grow psychologically and spiritually, we must engage the dark side of the self. As C. G. Jung put it, a whole person is one who has both walked with God and wrestled with the devil.

But lots of people fear a wrestling match with the devil. For example, in the course of writing this book I received numerous cautions from friends who felt it unwise to discuss negative prayer publicly. To do so might actually encourage the destructive use of prayer, they worried, and might trigger an epidemic of harm.

In spite of these concerns, I am convinced that our least attractive option is to deny prayer’s dark side. We are not “introducing” negative prayers and curses. Surely these phenomena have been around since time immemorial. If so, we almost certainly have evolved forms of protection against the negative thoughts of others—a kind of “spiritual immune system” that is analogous to our immune system against infections. These protective mechanisms are likely built into our biology, are operating outside our conscious awareness, and are there when we need them.

In extreme situations, however, these protective mechanisms, like our immune system against infections, can be overwhelmed and may need to be strengthened. Thus throughout history methods have been developed to accomplish this protection—a rich variety of rituals, counterprayers, affirmations, and so on, some of which we will soon examine. There is another natural safeguard against negative prayers and intentions. Most people who use prayer to harm others are doomed to failure by their own ineptitude. In fact, they often pose a greater risk to themselves than to others; it is common lore that these malevolent efforts often backfire and harm the perpetrator instead of the prey.

I do not believe that a frank discussion of negative prayer will popularize its use and spawn an epidemic of harm. Negative prayer is already prevalent. It exists in the background of daily life, like an unnoticed hum. The noise is probably no louder today than ever before. Our goal is to become aware of it, and that is why I have written this book.

Like a magnet, prayer has both positive and negative poles. Like fire, it can be used for either good or harm. For two thousand years we have emphasized the “light” side of prayer. Now we shall explore its neglected shadow side.

—LARRY DOSSEY, M.D.





PART 1
 CAN PRAYER HARM?


It’s a lot easier to hurt somebody through prayer than to help them.

—Bill Sweet, former president, Spindrift, Inc., a prayer research organization







CURSES AND CHURCHES

MY EARLIEST MEMORY of the dark side of prayer dates back to childhood, when I was five years old.

I grew up in a farm family in the bastion of Christian fundamentalism, the cotton-growing farm belt of central Texas. Community life in those days oriented around the one-room, country Baptist church, which sat at a dusty crossroads. The preacher was a ministerial student from Baylor University in Waco, forty miles away. One miserably cold Sunday night in December, the young preacher warmed things up with a fiery sermon on hell. Only a dozen or so stalwarts had braved the weather, including my grandfather, a deacon in the church, with whom I had tagged along that night. The young evangelist had a dramatic flair. After a horrifyingly vivid description of the eternal agonies of hell awaiting the unsaved, he began to pound with his fist on the pulpit to simulate what he called “the drums of hell” Although I was already sufficiently terrified, the steady BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! of the drumbeat plunged me even further into the depths of fear. Then the preacher gave a signal to someone at the back of the church, who pulled a lever and plunged the church into total darkness. As the drumbeat and graphic exhortations continued, now in pitch-black surroundings, I descended further into paralytic terror. When the lights were turned on again, the preacher began to pray—earnest, desperate pleadings watered with a river of tears—for lost souls. Then the invitational hymn was sung, and I found myself moving, like a stupefied zombie, down the aisle to give my life to Christ and escape the horrors of hell. Everyone was overjoyed that I had decided to accept Jesus’ love and forgiveness, but I realized later that no choice was involved. I was functioning as an automaton, literally out of my mind with fear, having been tortured psychologically in the name of Jesus, just as the heretics of earlier days were tortured physically.

The justification for this strategy has always been that the welfare of a soul is at stake and any means are permissible to rescue it. The practices that are employed, which I experienced as a small child, are not too different from those used by sorcerers worldwide. In both cases the victim is cursed (in sorcery, by the sorcerer’s ritual; in the church, by original sin and the fall). In both situations the victim is prompted to imagine all sorts of horrific outcomes that will prevail unless certain conditions are met. I am assured by many churchgoers that this type of mind manipulation is less common these days, although I know of no data supporting this claim. These customs are not limited to Christianity, of course; I mention them in a Christian context because that is the tradition I know best.

It is ironic that we are so repelled by curses when they so thoroughly permeate our religious life. I’d say we have become blind to the elephant in our living room. In truth, virulent condemnations are right at home in Christianity and often rival the darkest curses of sorcerers and magicians. Perhaps the most obvious example is the condemnation of the unsaved to eternal, unimaginable suffering in a burning hell.

As an example of an official curse that is still on the books, consider the commination ritual in the Book of Common Prayer, the official prayer book of the Church of England. Commination comes from Latin words meaning “to threaten” or “to menace.” Although the ritual is considered a relic by many Anglicans and does not appear in the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer, it is intended to be enacted on Ash Wednesday, the first day of Lent, the season of fasting and penitence. It includes nine specific curses based on the twenty-seventh chapter of the Book of Deuteronomy, among which are the following:


Cursed is he that curseth his father and mother. Cursed is he that maketh the blind to go out of his way. Cursed is he that perverteth the judgment of the stranger, the fatherless, and widow. Cursed are the unmerciful, fornicators, and adulterers, covetous persons, idolaters, slanderers, drunkards, and extortioners….



At the end of each of these curses, the congregation replies, “Amen.”

The minister then reminds the congregation of “the dreadful judgment hanging over our heads, and always ready to fall upon us,” and “that it is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God,” who shall “pour down rain upon the sinners … fire and brimstone, storm and tempest ….” The ultimate result of the curse is eternal agony and punishment—“Go ye cursed, into the fire everlasting, which is prepared for the devil and his angels”—unless one opts for repentance through Jesus Christ. The Reverend Ted Karpf, of the Episcopal Church of the United States of America, states, “This is an example of ritual cursing to remind the faithful of the tenuous nature of their condition … a psychodrama of our fallen state that we might prepare for the season of penitence and fasting called Lent.”1

CHRISTIAN MAGIC?

As we venture into the domain of negative prayer, let us bear in mind that religion has always kept close company with the sinister side of things. The briefest glance at the history of any religious tradition shows that the divisions separating spirituality and magic, light and shadow, have always been permeable. Paying attention to history is one of the best safeguards I know of resisting the temptation to reject the evidence for negative prayer without a hearing.

In his critically acclaimed biography of the apostle Paul, A. N. Wilson states that what made Judaism so attractive in the eyes of many Gentiles was the “superior potency, when compared with the other spiritual systems, of its magic powers.”2 Powerful words and symbols were at home in the Jewish tradition. Alexander the Great worshiped the tetragrammaton—the four consonants of the ancient Hebrew name for God, considered too sacred and powerful to be spoken—carved on the mitre of the high priest at Jerusalem. The name of the Jewish god was so powerful it could make people drop dead if they even whispered it. Moreover, the names of the angels of the God of Israel had great power, and people were able to attend the synagogues and pick up an oral knowledge or actual copies of the Hebrew Scriptures for magical use. Incantations employing God’s name and the names of his angels could be used to drive away devils, heal the sick, and generally add to the reputation of the magician using them. It was considered essential for astrologers to master the Scriptures, since the Hebrew Deity claimed to be the architect and mover of the planets. Indeed, “all the Jews at this date, ranging from the Jewish Platonists of Alexandria to the Essenes of Qumran, would appear to have been obsessed by astrology,” Wilson states.3

Historically, when unbelievers looked on Christianity from the outside, they often suspected that it embodied magical and possibly malevolent elements. “Jesus himself was clearly in some senses of the word a magician,” Wilson observes, “since he called upon powers outside himself to heal and to destroy. He was, according to his followers, able to control the weather, to wither fig-trees with a word and to drive out evil spirits.”4

According to Richard Cavendish in his well-documented work, A History of Magic, Jesus was accused early on of being a magician.5* Celsus, in a polemic against Christianity written about 180 C.E., suggested that Jesus learned his magic in Egypt. Descriptions of his life by early Christian writers lent fuel to the fire.


The miraculous birth of Jesus, accompanied by the portent of the star and the homage of the Magi; the portent at his baptism in the Jordan; the miracles of healing, calming the wind and sea, walking on water and providing supernatural quantities of food and drink; the ability to restore the dead to life; the portents at the Crucifixion, his mysterious disappearance from the tomb and his reappearances after death; the story of his descent into the underworld; these marvels, which helped to persuade Christians that Jesus was divine, could be represented as the achievements of a magician. His power to cast out evil spirits had caused his enemies among the Jews to accuse him of black magic.6



The accusations were not limited to Jesus. For centuries, Christians were believed responsible for plagues and all sorts of catastrophes.


Tertullian said that whenever anything unusual and alarming happened, the Christians were blamed. If the Tiber flooded or the Nile did not, if the earth moved or the sky stayed still, if there was famine or pestilence, the cry went up: “the Christians to the lion.” Ironically, in course of time the same instinct drove Christians to tar heretics, Jews and witches with the same brush.7



Christian holy symbols and rituals have often given the impression of being magically effective in controlling the unruly side of nature. In the fifth century in France, many pagans were converted during an outbreak of cattle disease when they saw that the cattle of the Christians either did not get sick or they recovered, both of which were attributed to the use of the sign of the cross. Medieval Christians crossed not just their cattle but their crops, houses, children, and themselves to stave off misfortune, of which there was plenty. They wore amulets inscribed with holy verses, were baptized and rebaptized, and took holy water from church and sprinkled it on their beds each evening to repel nocturnal devils and ghouls. Their cures were laden with “Christian magic.” For snakebite, an Anglo-Saxon medical book recommended drinking holy water in which a snail had been washed. Hildegard of Bingen recommended that bewitchment be treated by cutting a cross into the top of a loaf and nibbling away the loaf around the cross. John of Salisbury recommended repeating the Lord’s Prayer and the names of the four evangelists when gathering and using medicinal herbs. Childbirth could be eased by the Agnus Dei, a wax figure of a lamb that had been blessed by the pope and immersed in holy water. The specialist in these measures was the priest, who manned the Church’s front lines against paganism and evil—forces people saw everywhere. As a specialist in the sacred, the priest acquired a magical mystique.8

So did the mass, which is perhaps the most magical of all Christian rituals. “A rite in which bread and wine were transformed into the flesh and blood of God … were bound to give the impression of being a magical ritual of awe-inspiring force,” Cavendish observes. It is not surprising that the mass gained a formidable reputation over the centuries. “The impression [that the mass was magical] was driven home by the Church’s doctrine that a priest could say Mass effectively even if he was in a state of sin, had evil intentions or was a heretic. The Mass seemed to have … power of its own, regardless of the spiritual condition and motives of those who used it.”9

Such a powerful ceremony would naturally be employed for all sorts of purposes. The Galasian Sacramentary of about the sixth century includes masses for rain, good weather, the sick, preventing disease in cattle, conceiving children, safety during travels, and for the souls of the dead. Masses for cattle, farm implements, and fishing boats and nets were common during the Middle Ages and remain so today.10

As a result of its magical aura, the mass, perhaps inevitably, was employed also for sinister purposes, such as the use of the black mass in honor of the devil. In 694 the Council of Toledo condemned priests who said mass in which they named a living man with the intention of killing him. In the 1200s there were reports of priests saying mass over a wax image of the victim placed on the altar, cursing him. The use of the mass in magic was condemned in 1398 by the University of Paris. “The authorities were constantly instructing priests to keep the hosts and the holy oil under lock and key, to prevent people from stealing them for use in sorcery, love charms, medicines and poisons.”11

Throughout the history of Christianity, the diabolic and the divine are inextricably intertwined—for example, in the Eden story, the archetypal account of the contamination of paradise with evil, and in the transformation of the heavenly angel Lucifer into the devil. These connections suggest an underlying fascination with the dark side, which often erupts, as we shall see, as the attempt to manipulate, control, or harm others through prayer.

UNINTENTIONAL CURSES AND PRAYER

Although as we’ve noted, one in twenty Americans say they have deliberately prayed for harm for others, most negative prayers are unintentional. They can be offered so casually we’re not even aware we’re engaging in them. As Rupert Sheldrake, the British biologist and author of Seven Experiments That Could Change the World,12 puts it, “When people in irritation shout ‘damn you this is, of course, a curse.”

Sheldrake believes that people often pray with reckless abandon, without giving sufficient thought to the nature of their prayers, and that when they do so their prayers may take the form of a curse. He relates the following example:


There was an international plan during the last phase of the Cold War for praying for peace in particular places. People adopted a nuclear base in say Britain and one in say Czechoslovakia. They then prayed for these bases to be dismantled and the weapons removed. This was to try and give nuclear disarmament a more concrete set of images, rather than the nebulous notion of peace…. When this was going on, there was some discussion as to the way in which people should pray. Some individuals, particularly within the New Age world, thought the best way to pray was to hold the nuclear base in mind and see it bathed in an incredibly bright light which would purify and transform it. However, since all these bases were nuclear targets, the most obvious way in which this prayer could come true would be to have a nuclear war, in which an incredibly bright light would indeed have descended on every one of these bases and purified and transformed them. I myself preferred to envisage sites being cleared by bulldozers, remnants of rusty barbed wire being cleared away and the land liberated for ordinary people to walk on again, and for children to play on.13



When we stop to think about it, it is surprising how often we may be engaging in reckless prayer. A woman from Chicago wrote,


If I am driving and start honking my horn and thinking to myself that another driver is a jerk because he’s blocking the intersection, I could, in a sense, be sending a negative prayer to that driver. I have been the driver stuck in the middle of an intersection, and have felt some pretty negative stuff. I believe most of our daily thoughts may be “unconscious prayer,” and that all my little “damn yous” may get around.14



This comment suggests that negative prayers are woven into the fabric of everyday life. We launch them not as formal curses, but simply through the process of thinking negatively of another person.

Consider the experiences of Katherine, a woman who was involved in corporate management. She was deeply interested in the nature of human consciousness and considered herself a serious student of this area. At one point in her career, Katherine was in charge of a project involving several companies. Two women, representing the companies involved, were opposed to the organizational changes she knew were necessary. The project was bogging down, and Katherine became increasingly annoyed at what she considered petty politics.

A crucial meeting was coming up. In the days prior to it, Katherine decided to use the skills she had learned in her study of consciousness to “intend” and “manifest” events. She “wished” that the women who opposed the changes would somehow “go away” so she could get on with the job at hand. One week before the meeting, both the troublesome women, in unrelated accidents in different parts of the country, fell and broke their right wrists.

Katherine was horrified by the thought that she may have been responsible. While she didn’t physically push the women down a flight of stairs, she believed her “mental push” had had physical consequences. She commented,


Someone would have to be killing my child before I would bring those forces to bear again. Coincidence or not, I was suddenly confronted with the ethics of power. I believe people use “spells” all the time. If we want someone to like us, then we put that desire out. And have you noticed how, in the presence of someone who believes you are a certain way, that you sometimes tend to act that way? These are what I call “little spells,” which arise in the continual flow of intentions going on between all of us. Then there are the “big spells,” which have the power to change reality in a major way. If you play in this arena, you better be very clear about the ethics of your actions. Our thoughts are a loaded gun.15



Katherine’s experience is a reminder that we’re all a little scared of the power of our minds. As anthropologist Francis Huxley observes, “Even the most blasé of us will experience a twinge of guilt if we lose our temper with someone and damn him, and he then goes off and breaks his neck. We try to take the sting out of this coincidence by various forms of rationalization, such as the use of statistics, but even so the fit between a wish and an event may well bring on an apprehensive shudder.”16

An unintentional “little spell” was related to me by a well-known physician and author who writes about the role of the mind in health and healing. He frequently includes the stories of his patients in his books and is extremely careful to disguise their identities. On one occasion he asked permission to publish the experience of a man who was well known in the community, and he showed the man the new identity he had crafted for him. Although the man’s name, occupation, and other features had been changed, the patient was not satisfied. He felt he could still be recognized by the kind of cancer from which he had recovered. So the author rewrote the account and gave him a different kind of cancer—a sarcoma, a rare tumor—in the muscle of his right thigh. The man was totally in the dark about the rewrite. The next week, however, he called the physician complaining of a new problem—pain in his right thigh, which he had never experienced before. The physician was alarmed, wondering if he had somehow “given” the man cancer. An evaluation showed no problem, however, and the pain gradually diminished and eventually went away.17

PRAYER MUGGINGS AND DRIVE-BY PRAYER

Another common form of unintentional, reckless prayer is praying for something that belongs to another. Like most types of negative prayer, this is usually done casually, without considering the potential harm it may cause. Consider a mother’s request for her child: “Dear God, let my daughter be elected head cheerleader this year instead of Mary’s kid, who has held the position long enough.” Or the prayer of a sales representative: “Dear Lord, you let Jim win the sales contest last year. Reward me this time, as I, too, am your faithful and equally deserving servant.” If this type of prayer is answered, someone else loses—someone who, for all we know, may be more deserving than oneself.

I call incidents like these “prayer muggings” because of their resemblance to street muggings. In both street and prayer muggings, the mugger tries to take something that belongs to another. Both prayer and street muggers operate through stealth and surprise; the victim never sees it coming and usually does not respond until it is too late.

In the United States, mugging is the commonest crime involving physical force: one in every three hundred of us has been mugged.18

But this statistic is probably minuscule compared to those of us who have been mugged by prayer.

In general, prayer that is offered without regard for its consequences can also be called “drive-by prayer”—a random, reckless, thoughtless act, perpetrated from a distance.

SPORTS AND PRAYER: MY GOD VS. YOURS


I attended a large university in the Midwest that was football crazy. On the campus there was a four-story mosaic, clearly visible from the stadium, of Jesus with his arms raised over his head, looking just like an official signaling a touchdown. Our team rarely lost.19



Looking back over my childhood, I can recall many other ways in which prayer was used as a quasi-curse. One such use was connected with high school football. I remember being confused by the pregame prayer, in which both teams gathered in their respective locker rooms and prayed to the Almighty for success in beating the daylights out of their rivals. Since both teams were praying essentially the same prayer, I wondered how such a prayer could possibly be answered.

Professional sports contests often bear a strong resemblance to religious struggles, and sports fans can certainly resemble religious fanatics. So perhaps it isn’t surprising that prayer is at home in both religion and sports. Almost one-quarter of the American population admits to praying for their sports team to win and thus praying for the defeat of another team.20

I was reminded of how we often unintentionally use prayer to harm others when my favorite professional football team was competing in the 1996 NFL Superbowl. During the first half of the game I was comfortable with how things were going, and I found myself merely wishing and hoping my team would win. During the third quarter, however, the game evened out and I began to feel genuinely concerned about the outcome. At this point I began seriously to pull for my team with a forceful kind of willing. Then, as the situation degenerated into white-knuckled desperation in the final quarter, I found myself actually praying for victory.

Sports contests are one of the greatest incentives for prayer in our culture. During the NFL playoffs in January 1997, the Jacksonville Jaguars were in Denver to play the Broncos. Sports Illustrated’s Rick Reilly described what happened on Friday night prior to the Sunday game:


The Jaguars’ 67”, 325-pound left tackle, Tony Boselli, the rock of the team, was sprawled out on his bed, sick to his stomach, horrible headache, throwing up. At about 9:30, a handful of his teammates came into his room, surrounded his bed, knelt and prayed for his recovery. Fourteen hours later, bingo! “God actually healed me,” said Boselli, who held one of the [Bronco’s] leading sack men, Alfred Williams, to no sacks and one tackle while serving him about a dozen mouthfuls of turf.21



In November 1996 the sports world was shocked when the aging Evander Holyfield defeated the heavyweight boxing champion, “Iron Mike” Tyson. I am a talk radio fan, and about a month following Holyfield’s victory I tuned in to my favorite program. The topic under discussion was sports heroes. An enthusiastic male caller announced, “My hero is Evander Holyfield. He prayed to God that he beat Mike Tyson, who was a Muslim. Now, I’m not putting down Allah, but Holyfield’s victory proves the biblical teaching that ‘I can do all things through God, who strengtheneth me.’”

But of course the caller was putting down Allah as well as the religion of Islam. Praying for victory, however, is not something that only Christians do. The urge toward religious triumphalism is universal, and “My god can beat up your god!” has been the refrain of the combatants in holy wars for the past two thousand years.

The Tyson-Holyfield contest is a reminder that our peacetime battlefields are the boxing arena, the basketball court, the baseball diamond, the hockey rink, and the football field.

In his landmark book, The Future of the Body, Michael Murphy, the founder of California’s Esalen Institute, suggests that the emotions we experience during sporting contests often shade into cursing and hexing. “Many sports fans consciously or half-consciously feel that rooting has an effect that goes beyond mere encouragement to a contest’s participants; witness the many hexes aimed at games via radios and television sets.” Do these efforts work? “If rooting channels or triggers powers of mind over matter,” Murphy states, “it is no wonder that during certain contests balls take funny bounces and athletes jump higher than ever or stumble inexplicably. Many of us have sensed the uncanny at sports events, when an innocent game suddenly becomes a theater of the occult.” Hexing has been used even in chess competitions: “witness the Korchnoi-Karpov world championship in Manila during which Karpov was assisted by a parapsychologist while Korchnoi hired meditation students to influence Karpov at a distance.”22

Most of the contests in life, of course, take place beyond the playing field. In many of them, the sports-and-prayer scenario, in which there is a winner and a loser, is duplicated in precise detail. Consider international relations. Most of the bloodbaths between nations are saturated with prayers for victory by the competing “teams.” In Northern Ireland, for example, or in Bosnia, with its recent orgies of “ethnic cleansing,” opposing factions pray essentially the same prayer to the same god: Let us be victorious over our enemies. From the perspective of the enemy, these are negative prayers because they require death and destruction for their fulfillment.

The irony of competing prayers between warring factions has been recognized since antiquity—surfacing, even, in a Zen parable:


A monk said to Kegon, “The loyal army builds an altar to the Heavenly Kings, and seeks for victory; the rebel army also builds an altar to the Heavenly Kings and seeks for victory; which prayer do they answer?” Kegon replied, “Heavens rain drops its dews, and does not choose the flourishing or the declining”23



PRAYER AS MANIPULATION AND CONTROL

Being manipulated by another can be hazardous to our health.

Stanford University psychiatrist George F. Solomon, M.D., is widely considered the father of psychoneuroimmunology, the field of medicine that explores the connections between our minds and our neurological and immune systems. With Lydia Temoshok, Ph.D., of the University of California at San Francisco, Solomon undertook a study of long-term survivors of AIDS. What psychological and behavioral traits helped the survivors beat the odds? They discovered a consistent personality pattern, described by Henry Dreher in his admirable book, The Immune Power Personality:


The most striking finding in the formal study was a correlation between an affirmative answer to one specific question and stronger immune functions: “Would you refuse to do a favor requested by a friend if you did not wish to?” The subtext was, “Can you say
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