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For nearly 30 minutes he described Satan and the flames of | domly selected, and half received 10 weeks of distant heal-

eternal damnation, and began 1o beat on the pulpit 1o simu-
late the drums of hell. At the climax of his sermon he had
someone turn off all the lights as he lapsed into prayer for lost
sinmers. My six-year-old mind was uterly hypnotized by fear,
and when the invitation for salvation was offered, 1 numbly
stumbled forward—only hall-conscious—to be saved.

| learned early on that there could be a raw, brutal edge
to religion and prayer. Even though | moved bevond this
spiritual territory as [ grew older, | carried with me a legacy
1 consider very imponant—an enduring interest in prayer.
[t's impossible 1o grow up in a fundamentalist environment
and not be fascinated by the capacity of prayer 1o catalyze
change in people’s lives, For me, prayer remains one of the
most effective methods of finding meaning, because it is a
way ol contacting a dimension of experience that seems wis-
er, decper, and more real than an individual sense of sell.

Claims that people can actually influence the health and
well-being of others through prayer are often met with skep-
ticism and derision. As one of my colleagues remarked,
“This is the kind of thing 1 would not believe even if it ex-
isted.” Yet it does exist. ['ve written at length abour the as-
tomishing capacity of prayver to heal, even over long distances
and when the recipient does not know they are being prayed
for. Its unclear how any form of energy currently known to
madern physics can account for the distant influence of
praver, but abundant anecdotal and experimental evidence
supports this phenomenon,

I stumbled onto the research about prayer and healing
in 1988, when [ read a study by Randolph Byrd, M.D., a car-
diologist at the University of California at San Francisco
School of Medicine, Dr. Byrd tested the impact of distant
prayver much like a new medication, recording its effects on
393 patients who all had severe chest pains andfor heart at-
tacks; halfl were prayed for, and hall were not. The prayed-
for group required fewer antibiotics (three in the prayed-
for group, compared to 17 in the group not prayed lor),
had less need for mechanical respirators (zero compared
1o 12}, required fewer diuretics (five compared to 15), sul-
fered less congestive heart failure (eight compared to 20},
experienced less cardiopulmonary arrest (three compared
to 14), and fell ill with pneumonia less often (three com-
pared 1o 13)

This stucly does not stand alone. David Larson, M.D.,
formerly at the National Institutes of Health, and now di-
rector of the National Institute for Healtheare Research, a
private research organization in Rockville, Maryland, which
explores the role of religious practice in health, has reviewed
over 200 studies examining the role of faith and religion on
health. In the majority of cases, faith is beneficial.

In 1995, a pilot study on the use of distant healing and
prayer for AIDS patients was initiated by psychiatrist
Elisabeth Targ, M.D., clinical director of psychosocial on-
cology research at California Pacific Medical Center in San

ing from 20 professional healers across the couniry. Blood
and psychological tests were administered before and after
the study, as well as three months later. Results were en-
couraging, and Dr. Targ is now conducting a larger study in-
volving 60 AIDS patients and healers. She's also seeking
funds !'-;:-ra sumlar stucly with breast cancer. It is studies such

EEiErawll shed light on the way that prayer can be
gonventional medicine.

EAND SUPPLICATION
* rayer, when studied, usually has positive re-
sults. But what about prayer’s capacity 1o
harm? Most people choose to believe that
i thoughts and prayers work positively or not
at all But we cannot hide from the mind's power to harm.
Everyone is aware of the placebo response—the impact of
positive belief. But the flip side of this phenomenaon is the
nocebo effect, the ability of negative beliefs and expectations
to cause harm. For example, in a provocative British study
of patients with stomach cancer, patients thought they were
taking a chemotherapy drug, but were actually receiving a
placebo. One-third developed nausea, one-fifth developed
vomiting, and almost one-third lost their hair. (This study
was conducted with the patients’ consent, and they were ul-
timately given the proper drugs.)

But can our thoughts affect events and peoples' ac-
tions? Virious experiments suggest that they are capable of
distorting the classic double-blind experimental design, in-
fluencing the outcome of medical studies. In several dif-
ferent studies on the effectiveness of vitamin E on angina,
the resulis could be directly correlated with the researchers’
positive or negative expectations, Il researchers thought
the vitamin would affect the disease positively, it did, and
il they thought it wouldn't have any effect, it didn't. In
another landmark study by parapsychologist Gerald
Solfvin, Ph.D., professor at Rosebridge Graduate School of
Integrative Psychology in Concord, California, experi-
menters who believed they were injecting mice with two
different doses of malaria recorded differing degrees of ill-
ness in the mice—despite the fact there was no difference
in the strength of the two injections.

Several studies suggest that people can use their minds
to promote or inhibit the growth of bacteria and fungi at a
distance of up to 15 miles. Jean Barry, M.D., a physician
practicing in Bordeaux, France, chose a destructive lungus,
Rhizoctonia solani, and asked 10 people to try and inhibit its
growth merely through their intention, The growth of the
fungus was significantly retarded in 151 of 194 cases. The
possibility that these resulis could be explained by chance
was less than one in a thousand. When the study was re-
peated by differemt researchers, individuals up to 15 miles
away inhibited the growth. A third remarkable study tested
60 university volunteers’ ability to alter a common strain of

Francisco. Twenty patients with advanced AIDS were ran- | bacteria, Escherichia coli. The strain normally mutates from

i
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the inability to metabolize milk sugar—lactose negative—to
the ability to use it—lactose positive—at a known raie,
Using nine test tubes of bacteria, subjects tried to influence
three of them to become lactose positive, three 1o become
lactose negative, and three 1o remain just as they were. Each
group of test wbes mutated in the desired directions.

The implications of these and similar siudies are sober-
ing, to say the least. They suggest that we can use our minds
1o help or harm other living things, at a distance, and out-
side their awareness. These experiments may be relevant 1o
humans. Even though we are far more complex, we share
many identical biochemical processes with microorganisms,
harbor billions of microbes within us. 1f we can harm bac-
teria and fungi with negative intention from a distance,
might we be able to harm humans as well?

Studies of purposeful negative praver have only
taken place in Jower organisms, because it’s unethical and
illegal 1o attempt experiments in humans that might in-
tentionally cause harm. However, that doesn't mean we
don't carry on such inadvertent experiments cvery day,
outside sciemific laboratories,

Indeed, even when our prayers are overwhelmingly
positive and sincere, their results can be harmful. Consider
some of our most common prayvers for happiness, pros-
perity, and fertlity. 1f all the prayers for prosperity were an-
swered, the environment would probably not be able 10
survive the impact, simply because of our limited re-
sources. This problem would be compounded by prayers
for ferulity, which, if answered, would make the problem
of overpopulation incaleulably worse; and in areas of the
world where prayers for fertility focus solely on sons, an-
ht have truly harmful consequences [or

AYER PARADOX

oday, negative prayer is all around us, Its
not confined to sorcerers, dabblers in black
magic, or occult religious traditions. By and
large, it is a practice unconsciously engaged
in by perfectly normal, well-meaning folk.

Growing up, | was always puzzled by that paradoxical
high school foothall phenomenon, the pregame prayer, in
which opposing teams gather in their respective locker rooms
and pray to Almighty God that they will beat the daylights
out of their rivals, | wondered how such prayers could possi-
bly be answered. What was a god faced with competing
prayers to do? In The Future of the Body, Michael Murphy,
founder of the Esalen Institute, a center [or consciousness re-
search located in Big Sur, California, writes, “Many sports [ans
consciously or half-consciously feel thar rooting has an effect
that goes bevond mere encouragement... Witmess the many
hexes aimed at games via radios and television sets. If rooting
channels or triggers powers of mind over matter, it is no won-
der that during certain contests balls take funny bounces and
athletes jump higher than ever or stumble inexplicably.”

5

Prayers for victory—whether in sports or in any other
of life's competitive situations—are often at anothers ex-
pense. When grasshoppers invaded Mormon crops in Great
Salt Lake Valley, Utah, in 1848, church leaders asked parish-
ioners to pray to avert a disaster. Seagulls arrived in hoards,
ate the grasshoppers, and the crops were saved. From the
standpaint of the Mormons, the effects of prayer were posi-
tive. But what about the grasshoppers?

During World War II, the famous pilor Eddie
Rickenbacker was forced to land in the Pacific Ocean and,
with seven companions, drifted for 24 days in a lifcboar be-
fore being reseued by a navy plane. On the verge of perish-
ing from lack of food and water, the men prayed for help.
Out of nowhere, a bird landed on Rickenbacker, and he cap-
tured and killed it. From Rickenbacker’s point of view, his
prayer was positive. But what about the bird?

When the torturers of the Inquisition tightened the
racks and twisted the thumbscrews on “heretics,” they
mumbled prayers that their victims repent and their souls
be saved. The inquisitors’ tears mingled with the blood of
their victims on torture chamber floors throughout
Europe. Unfortunately, the pattern endures. Prayer con-
tinues to be mixed with viclence in the name of religion,
as the recent orgies of ethnic cleansing by devout
Christians and Muslims in Bosnia show.

“We may insist that we're not religious nuts or killers,
but all of us find curselves in situations where we believe, at
the end of day, that we're right and others are wrong, 5o, in
our culture, where 80 percent of people pray regularly, the
stage is set for prayers in which we ask God to defear those
who don't share our views,

A woman named Melissa recently told me that for 10
years she had struggled unsuccessfully 1o be a writer.
Finally her mother admitted that from the time Melissa
was a teenager, she had prayed to God every night that
her daughter would fail. “Writers tell things that should
not be told, about themselves and their families,” she said
o her daughter. “I've always known that God had some-
thing better for vou.”

Melissa saw her mother’s prayers as a curse offered in
d. She began to pray for protection and guid-
5 later she published her first novel.

ON NEGATIVE PRAYER

[ course, negative prayer is not a new
phenomenon. As long as people have
prayed o an abselute and almighty be-
ing, they have prayed to both help them-
selves and harm others. The breadth of negative prayer can
range from the mild to the deadly, from the simple prayer for
individual gain to curses to an ancient death prayer that
flourished earlier in this cenury among shamans in Hawaii.

Curses—which can be considered a form of negative
prayer—are right at home in the Bible and have often been
employed by the spiritual elite. The (continued on page 75)
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(an Prayer Harm?

(continued from page 52)

prophet Elisha, for example, caused 42
children to be devoured by bears for
making fun of his baldness. The apostle
Paul struck a sorcerer blind. And even
Christ blasted an apparently innocent
fig tree for not bearing fruit.

In the Hispanic cultures of south-
ern Texas and the Southwest, witchcraft
(brujerial, sorcery (hechiceria), and the
evil eye (mal ojo) are integral pans of
folk culre. Vibrant wraditions involy-
ing hexes, spells, and curses continue
in the Sea Islands off the coasts of South
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. The
Vodoun tradition, with its famous
voodoo practices, has spread from
Africa to the Caribbean and the West
Indies, and then to many major urban
centers in the United States.

One of the most dramatic pieces
of anthropological research suggesting
the power of negative prayer is the cus-
tom of ana-ana, or the “death prayer,”
which originated in Polynesia and
spread to the Hawalian Islands. This
practice was reported in great detail by
American psychologist Max Freedom
Long, who went to Hawaii in 1917,
and from his position as a scheol-
teacher had the unique opportunity to
investigate this custom. Quite simply,
shamans would “pray to death” a per-
son who was causing social unrest,
who often lived on another island and
did not even know he or she was the
subject of harmful prayer.

One of the more remarkable fea-
tures of the death prayer was that the
victims often died in the same way—
from what we now call ascending
paralysis. First, the lower extremities
became numb and then paralyzed, the
paralysis gradually rising through the
body umil it reached the lungs, when
the victim died of respiratory failure.
Today, we would probably identify this
kind of illness as Guillain-Barré syn-
drome, a disease that is virally clini-
cally identical to that induced by the
death prayer. The illness sometimes
follows a viral infection, but half the
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cases arise spontancously, and their
cause is unknown. Patients are kept
alive on ventilators until the disease
subsides, which can take weeks. Could
this disease, and other illnesses of un-
known origin, be due in part to the
negative wishes or prayers of others?
Unless we consider the possibility that
prayer can harm, we will never know.

Its easy to think negative prayer
practices are confined to only primi-
tive culwares, But after years of study,
I'm convinced that the malevolent use
of prayer is quite common, woven

(ould illnesses like
Guillain-Barre
syndrome be due in
part to neqative
wishes and prayers?

into our society and our lives. In a
1994 Gallup poll on the prayer habits
of Americans published in Life maga-
zine, five percent of people confessed
they'd prayed for harm to come 1o
others. And that was only the number
that admitted i1.

GIviNG GOD ORDERS
The temptation to manipulate oth-
er individuals and situations through
prayer is very strong. Even when we
voice the prayer, “Thy will be done,”
how many times are we really saying,
“My will be done”? Are we really hand-
ing over the outcome of events to God,
or are we prayer vigilantes trying to take
matters into our own hands? Even if we
fully believe we are praying for the good
of ourselves or others, do we know the
full impact of our prayers? As Beryl
Statham, a British writer, notes, “There
is an important difference in demand-
ing a speciflic answer and an open-
(continued on page 76)
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(continued from page 76)

internal, or both, our task in con-
[ronting it is always the same; to trans-
muiee it, to learn to act with love and
compassion. To make the unconscions
conscious, a5 Jung put it; to be born
again, as Jesus said; to awaken to wis-
dom, as Buddha urged.

When [ began to explore negative
prayer, 1 asked Native American
shamans in northern New Mexico,
where 1 live, whether they thought this
phenomenon was real. They all said
yes. | inguired abour their favorite
methods of protection. One shaman
asked me jokingly if I'd ever heard of
the Lords Prayver. He urged me to read
it again, focusing on the phrase,
“Deliver us from evil.” “You white peo-
ple have one of the most powerful
forms of protection, and you don't even

know it,” he smiled.

We need to be courageous enough
to embark on the hero’s journey, which
involves an encounter with the dark as-
pects of who we are—not because it's
romantic or heroic, but because there-
in lies our one hope of cscaping the
compulsions that prevent us from be-
coming fully human,

The mere fact that negative prayer
exists and that we may wish to harm
others challenges us 1o engage the 1o-
tality of existence. Light and shacdow
are always irrevocably linked, Or, as
Friedrich MNictzsche reassured us in
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “The supreme
evil is part of the supreme good.” (=2

Larry Dossey, M.D., is the author of
six books, including the bestseller
Healing Words, and Prayer Is Good
Medicine, He is Exccutive Editor of
the journal Alternative Therapies in
Health and Medicine.

The Evil within Us All?

Few scholars have dane more 1o Niuminate the history of the striggle between

good and evil than Elaine Pagals, Ph.D., a professor of religion at Princeton University,
and author of The Origin of Satan and The Gnostic Gospels, a national bestsaller,
According to Pagels, there has “always been another side to invocation and prayer,
Christian cosmology, in particular, is split between God's people and Satan's pec-
ple.” That split has profoundly influenced not only the way we envision the universe,
but the way we look at other people.

Pagels began to ponder the shadow side after she lost her young son to a ge-
netic iiness fn 1987, and her husband died in a hiking accident the following year.
“| asked myself, 'What have | done to deserve this?' Our religious and cultural her
itage suggests that nature follows a moral order, and so any catastrophe must be
some kind of diving punishment. | found the idea that | could be at fault very ener-
vating, and | felt | had to leamn as much about that cultural legacy as possible, in or-
der to move beyond it.”

Pagels found an inspiring alternative to the cosmic war of good and evil in the
Gospel of Philip, written between 70 and 100 CE. Philip suggests that all oppo-
sites—light and dark, life and death, good and evil—are in reality interdependent.
“Philip writes of gnesis, or spiritual understanding,” says Pagels. “Essential to
gnosiz is to know one's own potential for evil. If we remain unaware of our own dark-
er tendencies, they're powerful, but as soon as those tendencies are recognized,
they can be destroyed,” Pagels says. Philip's teachings, like those of Buddhism,
suggest that a/person acting out of an Impulse to harm can-actually transform the
action midstream, simply through awareness. “It's harder to sustain the energy
needed for rage, greed, or hatred when you see your own Impalse rather than the oth-
ef person's supposed deficiencies,” she explains. “You lose the illusion that your ac-
tion is justified.” Without that illusion, she says, it's difficult to sustain the notion
of evil as other, and easier to truly embrace a gospel of love.—LN,
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