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Introduction

Elaine M Wainwright

Spirit possession is a way of viewing or describing the 

evident in a variety of ways in a wide range of cultures—
in their religious stories and secular worldviews, in the 
arts and in people’s lives. For many in the contemporary 
world, the notion of spirit possession would be seen as 
anachronistic, belonging to a previous era in which belief 
in a spirit world helped to explain phenomena which now 

be medical, psychological, sociological, or anthropologi-
cal. For others, however, the presence of and possession 

and/or of religious belief. 
This has been evident recently in New Zealand soci-

named The Truth about Demons that explores quite bi-
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zarre phenomena that occur in the life of a young man 
who is researching the world of demons or evil spirits. 
In 2001, a man was convicted of the manslaughter of a 
young Korean woman who died as a result of being ex-
orcised of evil or demonic spirits. As recently as 2007, a 

to control a spirit that was believed to have possessed her. 

-

that the George Sainsbury Foundation would be set up 
by George Sainsbury on 10 March, 1989, ‘for research into 
and treatment of spirit possession as it relates to mental 

sickness.’ We do not know what experiences led to the 
family’s desire for such research. In 2006, however, An-
thony Molloy QC, a legal representative for the Founda-
tion, approached the School of Theology at the University 
of Auckland, asking if the School could conduct research 
into spirit possession. 

Approaches to the study of spirit possession are many 
and varied. Emma Cohen, in her book The Mind Possessed: 
The Cognition of Spirit Possession in an Afro-Brazilian Reli-
gious Tradition, combines careful ethnographic study with 
theory in contemporary psychology and religious stud-
ies.1

interdisciplinary character is similarly demonstrated by 

1.   Emma  Cohen,  The  Mind  Possessed:  The  Cognition  of  Spirit  Possession  
in  an  Afro-Brazilian  Religious  Tradition  (New  York:  Oxford  University  
Press,  2007).  
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Susan J Rasmussen in Spirit Possession and Personhood 
among the Kel Ewey Tuareg.2 The research project under-
taken by the School of Theology in response to the grant 
of funds from the George Sainsbury Foundation likewise 
gives particular attention to context. It is undertaken in 

from spirit possession in this particular context. 
The research project’s grounding in experience is in-

dicative of the contextual approach to theology that 
characterises the School of Theology in the University of 
Auckland. Initially, it was hoped that this project could be 
undertaken as an exercise in contextual theology. While 
this was not possible, the volume does provide some of 
the raw materials toward such theologising in its struc-
turing and extensive conclusion. The conclusion is not a 
theology per se but it highlights some of the directions 
opened up by the research that could contribute to ongo-

-
session. Its authors, Philip Culbertson and Susan Smith, 
give the sort of description of each essay that one would 

descriptions but simply locate each contribution within 
the structure of a possible contextual theology. 

-
son and Mary Caygill, Ann Nolan, and Winston Halapua, 
open some small windows onto aspects of spirit posses-
sion in New Zealand and its wider context of Oceania. 
Two essays draw on the experience of the researchers, 

2.   Susan   J  Rasmussen,  Spirit   Possession   and  Personhood   among   the  Kel  
Ewey  Tuareg  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press,  2006).
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who has spent a lifetime doing ministry among his peo-
ple, and Winston Halapua, a Tongan Anglican priest 

spirit world in his native Tonga. Caygill and Culbertson 
likewise explore located experience, though not their 
own, but rather, the experiences of a limited number of 
Samoan and Tongan adults now living in New Zealand. 
Ann Nolan sheds light on spirit possession in the areas of 
psychiatry and the health professions, especially mental 
health, by way of a study of literature, both historical and 
contemporary, that has had an impact on ‘the treatment 
of spirit possession as it relates to mental illness’, in the 
language of the George Sainsbury Foundation. 

Initial analysis of the experience of spirit possession 
in the context of Aotearoa New Zealand and Oceania in 
the four opening articles is followed by four articles that 
engage with aspects of the theological tradition. Keith 
Stuart, Alice Sinnott, and Elaine Wainwright examine 
representative texts within the biblical tradition, which is 

Stuart and Wainwright both demonstrate that the very 
language of spirits, especially evil spirits and possession, 

literary approaches to the Book of Tobit and to the story 
of the Gerasene demoniac in the Gospel of Mark demon-
strate the interdisciplinary nature of contemporary bibli-
cal studies and the ways it can contribute to the interdisci-
plinary study of spirit possession within religious studies 
and the social sciences. Alice Sinnott analyses the way in 
which the Book of Tobit features in Salley Vickers’ novel 
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Miss Garnet’s Angel and the contribution that this contem-
porary literary work can make to the doing of theology 
as a response to the articulated experience of spirit pos-
session. 

Just as Sinnott’s study demonstrated that posses-
sion may not necessarily be by an evil spirit, Helen Ber-
gin engages with the Christian tradition of a spirit that 
is named ‘holy’, or the Holy Spirit. In keeping with the 

those suffering from possession of a spirit that is debilitat-
ing or causing illness, or what will bring well-being for 
them, Bergin demonstrates how the Christian tradition 
of the Holy Spirit is associated with freedom, power, and 
wholeness. These aspects together with the biblical tradi-
tion of casting out of evil spirits provide foundations for 
developing a theology of well-being in contexts of spirit 
possession. The Conclusion raises important questions 
as to how the theological tradition can be brought into 
dialogue with other disciplines in the social sciences and 
mental health. 

Manifestations named as spirit possession and deliv-
erance ministries emerge in different ways in different 
historical periods and Christian denominations as well as 

limited project examine such manifestations and minis-
tries. Laurie Guy, as a historian, opens one small window 
onto spirit possession and exorcism within New Zealand 
in the Assembly of God church between 1970 and 1989. 
Susan Smith takes her readers on a more global journey, 
introducing them to the challenge being brought to First 
World ‘liberal Christians’ by the emerging voices and ex-
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periences of indigenous churches in which spirit posses-
-

ber of strands of this volume come together in this essay 
in which Smith demonstrates the importance of a contex-
tualised and inculturated, as well as an ecumenical, the-
ology if the churches are going to be able to respond to 
spirit possession in today’s world in a way that leads to 
healing.

spirit possession in the context of Aotearoa New Zealand 
under the auspices of the George Sainsbury Foundation. 
Undertaken, as it has been, by staff from the School of 
Theology at the University of Auckland and their for-
mer research students, it is limited to the theological dis-
ciplines and to the New Zealand context. Many essays 
have made clear, however, that New Zealand cannot be 
understood in isolation from its more immediate context 
of Oceania and its membership in the global community. 
It has also become evident that theology is informed by 
other disciplines, just as it can inform other research. A 
more interdisciplinary study undertaken with a body of 
international scholars and across other disciplines would 
further enhance what has been initiated in this volume. It 
is proposed, therefore, to extend the research requested 
under the auspices of the George Sainsbury Foundation 
to include such interdisciplinary and international stud-
ies. This second phase will, it is hoped, be accompanied 
by an International Conference in Auckland that would 
bring such studies to the New Zealand context. This is 
both the hope and dream that this present set of essays 
has evoked for its writers and we trust for you, its readers. 


