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Scrutiny, Exorcism, and the Construction of the Christian Self 
by Rita Ferrone 
 
“Christian initiation is about identity. It’s all about identity.” I can still hear these 
words of Aidan Kavanagh spoken many years ago, as we were discussing the still-
new Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults. Indeed, the formation of identity is 
critical. To be able to say “I am a Christian” in such a way that describes a 
vigorous, multifaceted, and richly-lived human reality is the aim of Christian 
initiation. 
 
The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults provides a framework for and reveals 
the means by which Christian identity is formed. Converts grapple with Christian 
beliefs and their corollaries for faithful living. In the process, they expand their 
imagination and seek to acquire language for experiences they could not 
adequately name—or even have—before. They step into the world of the Bible and 
the Liturgy no longer as outside observers or critics, but as members of the 
household of faith. They form relationships within that community of faith, and 
gather by witness and example how Christians ought to behave. They pray 
together, receive the prayer of others, and learn how to pray in new ways. They 
find their own capacities for witness and service called into action by sharing the 
work of a community that is apostolic at its heart. Doing all these things—through 
catechesis, community, liturgical rites, and apostolic works—creates an identity. 
 
While the meaning of certain elements of the Rite of Christian Initiation of 
Adults seems clear and even self-evident at this time in history, others remain 
somewhat obscure and more subtle. This is not because of any failure to observe 
their outward forms, but simply because their vocabulary and theological 
underpinning have arisen from earlier Christian epochs and are thus unfamiliar. 
The Rite of Election is one such example.1 The Rite of Scrutiny is another. These 
rituals contribute to the crafting of Christian identity, but often enough we only 
partially grasp their unique merits. The purpose of this essay is to consider the 
Scrutiny—what it does, and how it makes sense within the Catholic sacramental 
and theological worldview. 
 
Doing Something About Sin 
“Sin, sin, sin—deal with it!” one presenter exclaimed at a workshop. Avoidance of 
the very topic of sin, out of shyness perhaps, or fear of being seen as judgmental, 
is surely an obstacle to be overcome. But at the same time, of course, there are 



 2

lots of ways of dealing with sin. The sacrament of Baptism, the sacrament of 
Penance, penitential practices such as fasting, the use of indulgences, and even 
the ritual of exorcism by an exorcist (in cases of demonic possession) all count as 
ways to “deal with” sin.  
 
The Scrutiny is a specific tool, however—one that is not equally fit for all 
purposes. We can use a Scrutiny without attending too much to how it’s designed, 
just as you can open a jammed window with the back of a hammer. But it’s 
helpful to know that the back of a hammer is rather specifically designed to pull 
out nails.  
 
The Scrutiny’s Role and Purpose 
What is a Scrutiny designed for? The easiest way to appreciate its unique role is 
to contrast it with the Sacrament of Penance. Penance, or reconciliation, 
mediates God’s forgiveness of sin through the Paschal Mystery. It reconciles us to 
God and to the Church. Penance was called by Saint Jerome “the plank of those 
who have had the misfortune to be shipwrecked,”2 restoring something lost. Saint 
Thomas Aquinas identified the three sacraments of initiation as the ship itself.3 
 
Penance is designed for those whose sin has broken or impaired their covenant 
relationship with God in baptism. Penance removes the wedge that sin drives 
between themselves, God, and Church. It repairs the breach in a relationship 
already in force. Penitents seek forgiveness and reconciliation and a return of 
what was lost.  
 
The unbaptized person who is the subject of the Scrutiny, however, has not yet 
entered into the covenant of Baptism. The Scrutiny prayers therefore have a 
different character. They are full of language of conflict and triumph and the 
power of Christ in his victory over Satan. Scrutinies are about getting things out 
of the way that stand between the elect and their approach to the font of rebirth. 
The accent is not on forgiveness (though healing is mentioned), but on liberation. 
Forgiveness of sins is what happens in the sacrament of Baptism, after all, not in 
the Scrutiny. Just as the Scrutiny does not serve the same purpose as Penance, it 
also steals none of Baptism’s thunder.  
 
According to the ritual text, the rite of Scrutiny has a two-fold purpose. It is 
designed to “uncover, then heal all that is weak, defective, or sinful in the hearts 
of the elect” (RCIA 141). It is also meant to “bring out, then strengthen all that is 
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upright, strong, and good” (RCIA 141). The Scrutiny is a means of grappling with 
what the modern rite calls “the mystery of sin, from which the whole world and 
every person longs to be delivered” (RCIA 143) and of encountering Christ the 
Savior, whose saving power is made manifest through the signs of water, light, 
and life (the Johannine gospels for Year A, on the Third, Fourth, and Fifth 
Sundays of Lent) (RCIA 143, 146).  
 
Pre-Baptismal Exorcism 
In Christian history, and at present, the Scrutiny serves as a pre-baptismal 
exorcism. The modern rite attempts to preserve this character, even while it 
approaches the subject in a pastoral way. The rite does not shy away from use of 
the term exorcism. The ritual text makes reference to Satan, the devil, and the 
powers of darkness.  
 
When the rite of Scrutiny was restored for modern times, the question arose as to 
whether or not these rites would have any meaning for people today. Modern 
people, having lost a sense of “enchantment,” no longer take as simple facts the 
existence of demons and evil spirits, as people once did (and still do) in pre-
modern societies. The struggle between good and evil is conceptualized nowadays 
as occurring within the self, and, by extension, within social networks of human 
selves, not fallen angels who victimize human subjects. Modern people no longer 
believe in the “porous self” that may be assailed by evil spirits, and therefore 
needs protection.4 Language pertaining to Satan may be hard and pointed, but it 
is heard metaphorically. Such language brings to light the unmanageable 
qualities of human sinfulness once it has been let loose, and also points to its 
damaging residue—the structures of evil that we call “social sin.”5 
 
The difficulties of simply restoring the Scrutinies in this new cultural context led 
to the reformulation of its prayers. The scholars who crafted the modern Rite of 
Scrutiny decided to cast the prayers as deprecatory rather than imprecatory. They 
do not address Satan directly. Instead, they pray to God about evil and ask for 
deliverance. This strategic choice has made the prayers easier to understand. 
Modern people may doubt the existence of evil spirits and feel awkward about 
addressing them as personal figures, but they don’t doubt the existence of evil or 
the need to pray for deliverance.  
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Evil and the Self 
The question arises, however, of whether perhaps a more radical choice should 
have been made. Might it not have been better to cast this entire prayer 
experience in terms of human choices between good and evil? Exorcism seems to 
suggest some evil agency outside the person. Is this realistic, or even necessary? 
Isn’t this magical thinking, an outdated mythological superstructure placed on 
top of the real struggle? Perhaps the Scrutinies should ask that God in Christ 
deliver us from ourselves. After all, we have a conscience. We have free will. Sin is 
the abuse of these gifts, and we are the guilty parties. Is it possibly even a type of 
moral evasion to drag the idea of Satan into it? Are we thereby subtly 
encouraging people to shirk responsibility for their own sinful actions (“The devil 
made me do it!”)? 
 
Yet the rite never jettisons the idea of Satan. Something “other” is always 
referenced in the Scrutinies. This suggests we may need to probe further into 
what these rites mean, and indeed into what the “mystery of sin” might be. 
Evidently, there is something more going on here than the drama of human error, 
bad choices or even the aggregate of many such exercises of free will.  
 
The Origin of Evil 
One layer of the “mystery of sin” most certainly consists in the source of evil. God 
created man in his image. He created them good. Not a mixture of good and evil, 
not a yin and a yang, not two principles both flowing from the hand of God—none 
of this, or anything like it, characterizes the Christian vision of humanity. The Fall 
is a disaster marring God’s good creation, because who I am in God’s eyes is—in 
truth, fundamentally, and by the work of God’s own hand—someone good.  
 
We sin. This is a fact. But the origin of evil is outside the self. It is the “not me.” 
Evil may be something with which my identity is all bound up, certainly, yet it 
does not spring from my core, from my deepest and truest self. Roger Béraudy, 
SS, described it in this way: “Man is not the absolute Evil, the Bad or the Wicked 
One; he is only the subordinate evildoer. … Man’s sin is never an absolute 
beginning, for evil always precedes itself. Whenever man in his turn begins it, in 
beginning he finds and continues it.”6 
 
All sin, Béraudy argues, contains an element of passivity. We incline to it, are 
seduced by it and consent to it. But we are not its ultimate source. When we 
admit to sin, we discover that our evildoing is no creative act at all. It is, rather, a 
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participation in something that already existed. As Béraudy explains, “The 
function of exorcism is to ‘conjure’ and expel the presence of that other-than-
myself, to whom I yield whenever I sin, and who is the adversary of him who 
saves me.”7  
 
Capable of Renouncing Satan 
The Scrutiny, by separating the self from the other-than-myself, does something 
crucial to forward the conversion process. It not only gets something out of the 
way, as we argued above, but by so doing it also actively contributes to the 
crafting of a positive Christian identity. As long as our sense of self remains 
enmeshed in the sins we commit, we are slaves to sin. Without a self separable 
from the sins we commit, we would be no more able to renounce sin than we 
could command ourselves to stop breathing. The grace given through the 
conversion process, however, teases apart the true self from the false, the me 
from the not-me, and lays the foundation necessary to establish my identity as 
one who is good. The Scrutiny plays a unique role in this aspect of Christian 
initiation.  
 
Implications 
One of the implications of understanding the unique nature of the Scrutiny is that 
it underscores the appropriateness of celebrating Scrutinies only with the 
unbaptized. The baptized candidates have the rich resource of the Sacrament of 
Penance and all the regular penitential practices of the Christian faithful to which 
their baptism gives access. The Scrutinies, on the other hand, prepare for 
Baptism; they are integral to the making of Christians. 
 
Another is that the relationship between the Scrutiny and other aspects of 
Christian formation is made more clear. The rite is not some sort of magic 
moment, but rather a ritual that works in tandem with the entire conversion 
process, strengthening and deepening the already growing sense of myself as a 
Christian self—graced, good, and indeed capable of bearing the image of God. 
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