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INTRODUCTION
Western readers of the healing and exorcism narratives in the Gospels may learn from readings from
different social locations, particularly those from cultures where such experiences are more widely
considered than in the West. (Although I specify Matthew as an example, the approach has relevance
to any of our extant 1st-century Christian narrative works, i.e. the Gospels and Acts.) The extent to
which scholars are interested in readings from various social locations naturally differs according to the
primary focus of the scholars. Yet even when a scholar’s interest is largely in reconstructing the most
obvious readings of Matthew in its 1st-century context (as mine usually is: e.g. Keener 2005, 2009b,
2009d), readings from diverse social locations help identify blind spots and lacunae in our reasoning.
Like reception history, readings from various social locations can raise issues that our own cultural
assumptions tend to neglect.1
Although Matthew clearly applies Jesus’s healings in symbolic theological ways (see, e.g., the
Christological emphasis in Held 1963) and I, as well as others, recognise this symbolism (e.g. Keener
2009b:273, 290, 298, 380–381), he does not downplay miracles as some scholars have argued (see the
correct critique in Heil 1979:276). To strip expectations of special divine action from the miracle stories is
likely to neglect one central element of the theology of the narratives that the first audiences would have
heard, preferring allegorisation to understanding what the narratives meant in their earliest contexts.2
We do not play down the physical dimensions of healing claims with regard to shrines of Asclepius, for
example; rather, we recognise their propagandistic invitation to trust Asclepius for more healings. Is it
not possible that the Gospel writers (perhaps some more than others) offered the same sort of invitation,
given the emphasis on prayers in faith (e.g. Mt 7:7–11, 17:20, 21:21) and texts suggesting that Jesus
modelled miracle working for at least some members in his movement (Mt 9:35–10:1, 14:28–31)? We
may illustrate this recognition by the characteristic interpretations of these narratives in sayings least
shaped by Western perspectives.
Some scholars (including myself) have also examined some early Christian healing narratives in the light
of ancient views on sickness and medicine, though most commonly with respect to Luke–Acts (Keener
2009a; Weissenrieder 2003).3 Although the audiences of the Gospels were undoubtedly not literate in
ancient medical sources, reading these ancient sources can bring us closer to how 1st-century audiences
understood many of these ailments and their symptoms, as opposed to the ways that we intuitively
read these texts. More generally, however, the currently burgeoning field of medical anthropology can
expand our cultural horizons in reading healing texts in the Gospels and Acts, as John Pilch and others
have emphasised (Pilch 2000:35).4 Some other disciplines have been quicker to appropriate the benefits
of medical anthropology. Indeed, some physicians now partner with some ‘spiritual healers’ due to the
observed effectiveness of some of the latter, regardless of views of the causes (Remus 1997:114–115).
My use of examples here and below is not meant to pass judgment on the causes of such experiences
but simply to note that they are part of human experience in most cultures, as they appear to have been
part of human experience in 1st-century Palestine. Readings that allow for this experience will be more
sympathetic than those revolted by it.
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Majority World readings of Matthew (and the Gospels generally) often help us to appreciate the
very sorts of stories that seem most alien to readers in the West: stories of unusual cures and
exorcisms of hostile spirits. Rather than simply allegorising these narratives, many Majority
World readers treat them as models for experiencing healing and deliverance. Accounts of these
experiences appear in a wide variety of cultures; in addition to a range of published sources, the
article includes some material based on the author’s interviews with people claiming first-hand
experiences of this nature in the Republic of Congo. Such readings invite a more sympathetic
hearing of some Gospel narratives than they often receive in the West.
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ABSTRACT

THE CROSS-CULTURAL READINGS OF OTHERS
Culture affects how we read ancient miracle claims. Whereas Western critics have sometimes explained
away or neglected accounts of paranormal healing,5 most Christians in the Majority World, less shaped
1.Much of my discussion that follows here involves research for my forthcoming book on this global reading of miracle narratives; see
Keener ‘Miracles: The plausibility of healing accounts in the Gospels and Acts’ (in press), especially chapters 7–9, 12.
2.Although allegorical readings are ancient, the theologically or apologetically motivated temptation to play down ‘supernatural’ readings is
largely post-Humean. The practice of deriving only spiritual applications from accounts of Jesus’s healings has a long history, including
in 18th-century cessationist Protestantism (see Kidd 2006:166).
3.For one study of Paul using information from medical sources, see Martin 1995.
4.For medical anthropology in general, see Pilch 2000:19–36; for application-to-Jesus research, see Pilch 1995; for various applications
of anthropology more generally to NT healing accounts, see Neyrey 1999. On various cultural systems approaching disease differently,
see, for example, Grundmann 2001:33.
5.Our Western approach has often been shaped by Hume, who argued among other points that miracle reports are largely the domain
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by the modern Western tradition of the radical Enlightenment,
find stories of miraculous phenomena far less objectionable.6
These other cultures offer a check on traditional Western
assumptions; as Lamin Sanneh, Professor of Missions and
History at Yale Divinity School, points out, it is here that Western
culture ‘can encounter … the gospel as it is being embraced
by societies that had not been shaped by the Enlightenment,’
hence are closer to the milieu of earliest Christianity (Sanneh
2003:26). Even various Western scholars are increasingly
challenging the hegemony of the traditional Western approach
of demythologising, in light of the very different hermeneutical
approach of most African readers (see e.g. Kahl 1998).

One need not look far for such claims; one could take for
example the global Pentecostal and charismatic movement,
which has achieved phenomenal growth in one century.
Although some more conservative estimates may be closer to
the mark, most observers today estimate at least half a billion
Pentecostals and charismatic Christians in the world today
(e.g. Cox 1995:xv, 1997:88; Mullin 2008:272; Sanneh 2008:275).
Emphasising Pentecostalism’s growth in the Global South,
where it is especially flourishing and culturally relevant,13
historian Robert Bruce Mullin observes that already by the end
of the 20th century there were ‘more Pentecostals worldwide’
than mainline Protestants (Mullin 2008:211; cf. 276).

When historian Ramsay MacMullen compares the healings of
Simon Kimbangu (1889–1951) from 1921 in the Belgian Congo
with Christian claims in the Roman Empire, he warns against
extrapolating from anthropological parallels. Nevertheless,
he believes that Kimbangu’s ‘story might alert us to points in
the evidence from antiquity which deserve special attention’
(MacMullen 1984:7).7 Kimbangu’s followers affirmed that he
‘raised the dead, caused the paralyzed to stand upright, gave
sight to the blind, cleansed lepers, and healed all the sick in the
name of the Lord Jesus’ (Koschorke, Ludwig & Delgado 2007:260,
quoting an early document of the Kimbanguist Church). (Not
unlike Jesus, he also ran afoul of the colonial elite who were
anxious about the political potential of prophetic movements.)8

The Pew Forum conducted a 10-country survey of Pentecostals
and charismatics and, in October 2006, issued a 231-page report
(Pew Forum Survey 2006). In these 10 countries alone, and
for Pentecostals and charismatics in these countries alone, the
estimated number of people claiming to have ‘witnessed divine
healings’ comes to 202 141 082 (i.e. about 200 million). What may
be more interesting in this survey, however, is the category of
‘other Christians’, with somewhere around 39 per cent in these
countries claiming to have ‘witnessed divine healings’. That
is, over one-third of Christians worldwide who do not identify
themselves as Pentecostal or charismatic claim to have witnessed
divine healings.

Rapidly expanding movements like Kimbangu’s9 (although the
movement’s current form differs from its original impetus)10 and
William Wadé Harris’s healing ministry in West Africa (1913–
1915)11 can be helpful in expanding the conceptual parameters
of Western readers unaccustomed to thinking in terms of such
phenomena. Others have compared the documented curing
successes of the ‘“mad monk” Rasputin,’ which affected the
course of Russian history and therefore cannot be omitted
from historical inquiry (McClymond 2004:83, though Rasputin
is hardly an unambiguously positive figure). Still others have
compared Don Pedrito Jaramillo, a Mexican folk saint active
from 1881 until 1907, who achieved more notoriety than other
healers of his era (Eve 2002:357–359). Other scholars have noted
how quickly Western commentators have tended to pass over
early Christian signs claims, often in embarrassment (Ashton
2000:174–75, 177, noting that MacMullen differs from most NT
scholars here). (Anthropologists reading the New Testament are
not always so reticent: e.g. Field 1969:10; cf. Kim 2006:32.) One
critic of this embarrassed silence in Western New Testament
scholarship has compared biblical examples with literature
about shamans from around the world (Ashton 2000:32–40).12
(Footnote 5 cont..)
of ‘ignorant and barbarous’ nations; Hume’s own ethnocentrism has been welldocumented (see e.g. Taliaferro & Hendrickson 2002; Ten 2002).
6.Jenkins 2002:122–31; compare also Eddy and Boyd 2007:67–73, 82–83 (also
noting, on 71–73, the shift among ‘many western ethnographers’ and anthropologists
who have grown increasingly respectful toward other cultures’ approaches to the
supernatural); Evans 1994:201–202; Mchami 2001:17 (on spirits); Mullin 2008:279
(cf. 281); Richards 2005:95–96. Compare the practical expansion of miracles among
African Bible readers not warned against this by missionaries in Gardner 1983:1929.
7.Compare also the comparisons with Kimbangu (and their limitations) noted in Eddy
and Boyd 2007:155–157; Flusser 1991:154.
8.Kimbangu also drew ecclesiastical disdain, including from the British Baptists with
whom he had been a catechist; they lost membership, in contrast to other groups
(including American Baptists) who opposed him less (Orr 1975:159). For Jesus’s
conflict with the authorities, see, for example, sources in Keener 2009c:283–329,
549–579.
9.See further Coquery-Vidrovitch 1986:359; Cox 1995:252–253; Gray 1986:157–
58; Jenkins 2002:49–50; Jewsiewicki 1986:482; Martin 1975; Ndofunsu 1978.
Kimbangu also influenced others, such as Daniel Ndoundou, a leader in the 1947
revival in Congo-Brazzaville (see Moussounga Keener 2005).
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Nor are paranormal claims by any means restricted to Christian
movements. Most non-Western worldviews accept a variety of
suprahuman phenomena (e.g. Turner et al. 1992, passim; Wright
1955:74–114, esp. 85–88, 95–98). John Pilch suggests that 90 per
cent of the world today accepts both ‘ordinary reality and nonordinary reality’, the latter including God and spirits (Pilch
2004:17). It is not even possible to survey here the voluminous
and rapidly expanding anthropological literature on healing
claims from various traditional cultures.14
Gerd Theissen and Annette Merz rightly warn that, against most
20th-century academic expectations, many cultures today offer
a range of miracle claims (Theissen & Merz 1998:310; cf. also
Price 2003:20–21). Some Latin American scholars complain that
those scholars who deny that modern people believe in miracles
work with an extremely culturally constricted understanding
of the ‘modern world’ (González 2001:84–85).15 Other scholars
note that as the centre of world Christianity has shifted to the
Global South, the dominant Christian perspectives in the world
have shifted with it (Laing 2006:165). Readings of Scripture in
the Global South often contrast starkly with modern Western
critics’ readings.16 These readings from other social locations
often shock Westerners not only because others believe the
early Christian miracle narratives to be plausible; they astonish
many Westerners because these readers also often take these
narratives as a model for ministry (see e.g. Green 2002:9–10; Noll
2009:24, 33–34, 35–36, 123). Thus, a Western scholar of global
Christianity, Philip Jenkins, notes that in general Christianity in
the Global South is quite interested in ‘the immediate workings of
the supernatural, through prophecy, visions, ecstatic utterances,
and healing’ (Jenkins 2002:107).

(Footnote 12 cont...)
197; Pilch 2008:100 (Jesus as a folk healer); discussion in Porterfield 2006:163;
Van Aarde 2008. For the perspective that shamanistic healing is a cross-cultural
phenomenon (at its most basic level), see Winkelman and Carr 2006:171.
13.For Pentecostalism in the Majority World, see, for example, Anderson 2004:72–73,
111–113, 116, 130; Jenkins 2002:122–131; A. Yong 2005:33–80. For its growth in
much of Asia, see, for example, Ma 1999:195–196; Ma 2005; Yung 2005; in Latin
America, see Petersen 1996, 2006; in Africa, Maxwell 2006:6–7.

10.For some of Kimbangu’s followers deifying him, see Kalu 2008:70, 78–79.

14.I note here only a tiny sample: Desjardlais 1992; Greenfield 2008; Krippner and
Achterberg 2000; Scherberger 2005:59–64; Straight 2007; Stoller and Olkes 1987;
Turner 2006.

11.Also cited by MacMullen 1984:23–24. Harris is widely remembered and discussed;
see Bediako 1995:91–93, 103–104, 204; Haliburton 1973; Kalu 2008:20, 31, 36–
38; Mullin 2008:275; Shank 1994; Walker 1983; Walls 1996:87–88, 98–99.

15.See similarly Martell-Otero 2004:384–387. The Latin American worldview is more
accepting of the supernatural, not being ‘over-rationalized’ (Alvarez 2002:141–142,
144, though referring esp. to Pentecostals).

12.For shaman analogies, compare also, for example, Craffert 2003; Klutz 2004:196–

16.See Van der Watt 2008, especially 237–242 (though warning of the danger of
ignoring original contexts, 243).
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Cultural comparisons for healing and exorcism narratives
Such an approach, closer to the early Christian worldview
than modern Western culture, appeals to many traditional
non-Western cultures.17 Hwa Yung, bishop of the Methodist
church in Malaysia, notes that the charismatic character of most
Majority World churches reflects not so much direct influence
by Pentecostals or charismatics as simply the worldview of the
majority of humanity. They have simply never embraced the
Western, mechanistic, naturalistic Enlightenment worldview that
rejects the supernatural (Yung 2007:173). Nigerian psychologist
Regina Eya (1992:51–52) warns that all claims to paranormal
healing are dismissed by many Western scholars, the credible
along with the spurious, because of the inappropriate application
of traditional Western scientific paradigms to matters for which
they were not designed.18

EXAMPLES FROM INTERVIEWS IN THE
REPUBLIC OF CONGO
I offer hundreds of examples of global healing claims from
various sources in my forthcoming study on the subject, but here
I simply introduce the subject by noting some healing claims
from within the family of my wife, a historian from the Republic
of Congo, or among close friends of her family.

In an interview on 29 July 2008, a close friend of the family,
Jeanne Mabiala, a deacon in the same denomination, shared with
17.See, for example Pocock, Van Rheenen and McConnell 2005:136–137. For the
relevance of Pentecostal-like experience to indigenous healing traditions as well
as offering a connection to the Gospels and Acts, see also Porterfield 2005:126;
J. Yong 2005:401.
18.Compare Manus 1989; Mbiti 1970:253; Mensah 2008:177–179; Roschke 2006.
19.We confirmed the story telephonically with Ngoma Moïse on 14 May 2009. The
story has long circulated in the family.

http://www.hts.org.za
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CROSS-CULTURAL READINGS OF
POSSESSION ACCOUNTS22
An increasing number of scholars have used cross-cultural
studies of possession and exorcism to place early Christian
accounts in a broader context.23 (For the sake of brevity, I
abridge this discussion even more thoroughly than my previous
one.) One danger of this approach is that scholars could
ignore significant differences among how various cultures
conceptualise or classify the experiences grouped together under
these labels. A significant benefit, however, is that they take us
beyond our modern Western assumptions that prevent us from
sympathetically hearing the ancient texts we are studying.
Despite various interpretations assigned to it, no anthropologist
today denies possession trances and the like.24 Possession
experience is not limited to either the New Testament or
the ancient eastern Mediterranean world, though it appears
in both places. One specialist, Erika Bourguignon, has
observed that spirit-possession beliefs are geographically and
culturally pervasive, ‘[a]s any reader of ethnographies knows’
(Bourguignon 1976:18).25 After sampling 488 societies, she found
spirit possession beliefs in 74 per cent of them (i.e. 360 societies),
with particularly high ranges in the islands of the Pacific (88 per
cent) and 77 per cent around the Mediterranean (Bourguignon
1973a, 1976:19–21). Among these, the forms of ‘possession’ vary.

Article #808

While such recoveries, which are known to happen at times, will
not surprise most Western readers, other reports are more likely
to shock us. For example, the family’s eldest daughter, Thérèse
Magnouha, at the age of two, cried out that a snake had bitten her;
her father was away on business in another town. My motherin-law, Antoinette Malombé, reported in our interview that the
child had stopped breathing and no medical care was available
anywhere nearby. Antoinette Malombé had therefore strapped
the child to her back and had run as best as she could to a nearby
village to ask Coco (‘Grandfather’) Ngoma Moïse, an evangelist
friend of the family, to pray. When he prayed, the child began
to breathe and she had recovered fully by the next day. When I
asked how long Thérèse had not been breathing, Mme. Jacques
(as my mother-in-law is locally known) calculated how long it
would have taken her to reach Coco Moïse and unpretentiously
explained that it would have been about three hours.19 Thérèse
recently finished her master’s degree at a seminary in Cameroon.

In the book I am writing, I am collecting many more claims (both
from written sources and interviews) from various parts of the
world. We might attribute many claims to the placebo effect or
other factors21; such explanations appear more complicated for
some other reports. Yet whatever one makes of these claims
(which is not the point here), they reflect a worldview quite
different from and more amenable to appreciating the holistic,
physical value of biblical miracle claims than that of most
Western scholars. Reading Matthew’s miracle claims from a
Majority World context offers an opportunity to hear these texts
with greater sympathy, closer to the way the first audiences of
the Gospels and Acts would have heard them.

HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies

My father-in-law, Jacques Moussounga, a retired railroad
worker and mainline Protestant deacon in Congo, shared with
me that he had painful mouth abscesses for over 20 years. After
he had joined a small prayer group in Brazzaville, the leader,
Suzanne Makounou, dreamt that he was experiencing terrible
pain from mouth abscesses and consequently reproved him for
not having requested prayer. About a month and a half after she
had prayed for him, he noticed that the abscesses were gone and
they never returned (pers. comm., 8 September 2005). He, in the
same correspondence, and his wife, Antoinette Malombe (in an
interview on 12 July 2008), also shared with me how their baby
daughter had been dying of meningitis; Barthélémy Boubanga,
a hospital administrator, warned that the baby would not live
through that night. Papa Jacques prayed by the bed all night and,
in the morning, the French doctor and nurse who entered were
surprised that the baby was recovering, attributing the recovery
to God. The child, Gracia, is now in her thirties. My wife and
others (such as H. Mabiala, in an interview in Brazzaville,
Republic of the Congo, on 24 July 2008) have told me how they
recovered instantly from fevers or other conditions when Papa
Jacques prayed for them.

me a number of firsthand stories, including three resuscitations
of persons believed dead; in some cases I was able to talk with
witnesses who corroborated these experiences.20 One of these
cases involves a woman named Marie, from Passi-Passi, a village
outside Dolisie. Marie was suffering from malaria and was
severely anaemic, Mama Jeanne was told that she had not eaten,
drunk or opened her eyes for three weeks. The family lacked
money for the hospital, yet brought her into Dolisie anyway. At
this time, however, according all witnesses present, she died.
Having heard about the prayer meetings at Mama Jeanne’s
home, they brought her there and laid her on a mat. As Mama
Jeanne began to pray, Marie began to stir slowly and within a
short period of time was even able to walk; they got care for her
illness in the hospital, where she recovered fully.

20.Other witnesses to some of these experiences were Emmanuel Nzaou (interviewed
on 29 July 2008) and my brother-in-law, Emmanuel Moussounga, a university
science professor (interviewed on 29 July 2008). Other raising accounts were
reported by another family friend in the Republic of Congo, Albert Bissouessoue
(interviewed on 17 December 2009).
21.See, for example, Droege 1991:15–33 (esp. 23–26; cf. also pp. 9–12, on
psychoneuroimmunology); Remus 1997:110–13; Greenfield 2008:18, 180, 201.
22.I treat this material in substantially more detail in Keener, ‘�����������������������
Spirit possession as a
cross-cultural experience’ (in press).
23.Borg 1987:62; Crossan 1991:315–317; Eddy and Boyd 2007:67–69; for Luke–
Acts, see Klutz 2004:196–197; at greater length, see Keener, ‘Spirit possession as
a cross-cultural experience’ (in press).
24.Such a denial has been regarded as the anthropological equivalent of ‘being a “flatearther”’ (Burridge 1969:4 n. 2, as cited in Lewis 1989:321–322 n. 15).
25.Compare also Boddy 1994:409; Bourguignon 1965, 1973c:17–19; Firth 1969:ix;
Lewis 1971:100–126; Morsy 1991:189. For the wide geographic distribution of
cultures practising trance, possession trance and spirit possession, with maps, see
Bourguignon 1968:18–32.
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Thus 16 per cent of these 360 societies have possession trance
only, 22 per cent have other forms of possession and 35 per cent
have both (Bourguignon 1976:21). The overall evidence suggests
some sort of common experience in conjunction with more
specific cultural patterning.

Article #808
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Transcultural elements, in fact, include a biological element that
cannot be reduced to (though may be patterned according to)
cultural models. Studies reveal ‘an altered neurophysiology’
during many possession states (Prince 1968:127–129). In a
diverse sampling of societies, possession produces major
personality changes, with notable, abrupt alterations in voice
and other features (see e.g. Gelfand 1962:169; Mbiti 1970:225–226;
Oesterreich 1966:19–22; Shorter 1985:177; Tippett 1976:162–164).
Those leaving the ‘possession’ state often have no recollection of
how they acted while ‘possessed’ (e.g. Field 1969:3, 6; Gelfand
1962:166, 169; Horton 1969:23; Rosny 1985:185–186; cf. Singleton
1978:477). Thus Raymond Firth (1969), mentioning his own
astonishment, notes that field experience has confronted social
anthropologists with
dramatic changes of personality in men or women they were
studying—startling yet evidently accustomed alterations of
behaviour, with trembling, sweating, groaning, speaking with
strange voices, assumption of a different identity, purporting to
be a spirit not a human being, giving commands or foretelling the
future in a new authoritative way. Sometimes it has been hard for
the anthropologist to persuade himself that it is really the same
person as before whom he is watching or confronting, so marked is
the personality change.
(Firth 1969:x)

1968:6–7, 13–15)27; these and other interpretations influence
how people in trance states behave (Bourguignon 1968:12).
While interpretations vary, readers in a range of societies would
approach the accounts in the Gospels with less embarrassment
and more sympathy than is usual in many modern Western
readings.
One could explore all these questions in substantially more
detail, but I introduce them as one area where Gospels scholars
have so far done only limited research, yet where I believe that
further research could expand our culturally conditioned range
of interpretive options.

CONCLUSION
I believe that many Majority World readings of Matthew can
help us to appreciate the very sorts of stories that seem most
alien to us in the West: stories of unusual cures and exorcisms
of hostile spirits. While we are not obliged to embrace all
alternative explanations of these experiences, we are obliged to
consider the stories these other readers offer and welcome their
voices into the dialogue.
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information as to what deity is possessing another person
(Field 1969:8). Among traditional Valley Korekore, mediums
through whom spirits speak are fairly rare and typically must
remain in the area belonging to the spirit possessing them; by
contrast, possession more generally is common there and cult
groups dance it out (Garbett 1969:105). Reviewing such diversity
of experience, Bourguignon (1973b:337) remarks that despite
transcultural constants stemming from ‘its psychobiological
substrate,’ possession behaviour ‘is subject to learning and by
this means, it is amenable to cultural patterning. As such, it takes
on a striking variety of forms’.
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