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Introduction: What Can an Old Book on Witchcraft Teach Us Today?

In a world obsessed with the esoteric, where the occult disguises itself as entertainment and
evil is relativized in the name of freedom, the need to recover forgotten wisdom rings louder
than ever. One of the most controversial and influential texts of the late Middle Ages —the
Malleus Maleficarum, also known as the “Hammer of Witches”— may seem today like an
uncomfortable relic, but from a traditional Catholic perspective, it becomes a mirror that
questions us: how do we discern between the spiritual and the demonic? What have
we lost by ignoring the reality of sin and spiritual warfare?

This article does not seek to defend inquisitions or justify historical excesses. Rather, it aims
to understand the theological background of this text, reread it in the light of
Tradition, and draw from it a pastoral and spiritual guide for the daily battle against
evil, which remains active even if no longer called by its name.

I. What Is the Malleus Maleficarum?

The Malleus Maleficarum (Latin for “Hammer of Witches”) was written in 1486 by Heinrich
Kramer, a German Dominican inquisitor, with the disputed collaboration of Jakob Sprenger.
It was conceived as a manual for identifying, prosecuting, and condemning
witchcraft, at a time when witchcraft was seen not only as a crime but as a heresy
endangering the salvation of souls and the health of society.

The text was approved by the Faculty of Theology of the University of Cologne and,
for centuries, influenced both ecclesiastical and civil trials across Europe. Despite its flaws
—which we will address— it reveals a deeply theological view of evil, grounded in the battle
between Christ’s light and the darkness of the devil.

II. The Spiritual Worldview of the Malleus Maleficarum

From the traditional Catholic point of view, the world is not neutral: it is a battleground of
spiritual forces. This central idea in the Malleus is based on three fundamental pillars:

The devil is real and actively operates in the world.1.
“Be sober and vigilant. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion,
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seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8).
God permits certain demonic actions to punish, purify, or test His children.2.
As in the case of Job, who was tested not as punishment, but to manifest his fidelity (Job
1–2).
Witchcraft is not mere superstition but a spiritual pact with the devil.3.
In this context, a witch is not simply a woman with herbs but someone who
consciously rejects God and cooperates with Satan.

While many of these elements are rejected by modern thinking, the Church’s Tradition
—especially in the Patristic and Scholastic periods, and through saints like St. Augustine,
St. Thomas Aquinas, and St. Alphonsus Liguori— firmly upholds the reality of the
devil and his limited capacity to intervene in the world, always under divine
permission.

III. Legitimate Criticisms and Historical Contextualization

Like all human documents, the Malleus is not infallible. In fact, it was subject to strong
criticism even within the Church, especially for its misogynistic tone, overly literal
interpretation, and juridical harshness. Its author, Heinrich Kramer, was even
discredited by some bishops of his time for acting authoritatively without ecclesiastical
approval.

However, it is a historical error to judge a 15th-century work with 21st-century eyes
without understanding its context: Europe lived in a fragile balance between Christian
order and the threats of revolts, plagues, wars, and heresies. In this framework, witchcraft
was not seen as mere folk belief but a theological and social reality perceived as
an attack against the Mystical Body of Christ: the Church.

IV. Theological and Pastoral Relevance Today

1. Modern Witchcraft and Neo-Paganism

Though there are no more “sabbats” or inquisitorial trials, witchcraft has not
disappeared; it has simply changed its face. Today it appears as:
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“Alternative spirituality” (tarot, reiki, astrology, channeling).
Popular and syncretic esotericism (amulets, energy rituals, magical thinking).
Real Satanic practices, though often hidden.

The Church teaches that all of these practices violate the First Commandment:

“Let no one be found among you who sacrifices their son or
daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets
omens, engages in witchcraft or casts spells” (Deuteronomy
18:10–12).

2. Discerning Signs of Demonic Activity

The Malleus offers an often excessive classification of signs of witchcraft. Today, guided by
the Magisterium and the approved Rite of Exorcism, the Church recognizes three forms of
demonic influence:

Ordinary temptation: Common to all humans.
Infestation or oppression: Stronger attacks, usually following “open doors” (grave
sin, occult practices).
Demonic possession: Rare but real. Confirmed by supernatural signs and discerned
by authorized exorcists.

3. How to Spiritually Protect Oneself

It’s not about living in fear, but with spiritual awareness and a sacramental life. Here
is a traditional and pastoral practical guide:

V. Theological-Pastoral Guide to Protect Against Evil in Dark Times

1. Life of Grace: The First Fortress

Frequent Confession (every two weeks or sooner if in mortal sin).
Frequent and fervent Communion.
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Avoiding mortal sin and all “open doors” (pornography, occultism, hatred, curses).
Using sacramentals: holy water, medals, scapulars, blessed crucifix.

2. Marian and Angelic Devotion

The devil trembles before the Virgin Mary, whom St. Louis de Montfort calls “the
terror of demons.”
Pray the Rosary daily.
Invoke St. Michael the Archangel, especially with the traditional prayer:
“St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle…”

3. Spiritual Discernment

Avoid all esoteric practices, even “out of curiosity.”
Consult a priest faithful to Catholic doctrine if unusual phenomena are suspected.
Study a traditional catechism (like that of St. Pius X or the Council of Trent) to form
sound judgment.

4. Fasting, Penance, and Sacrifice

Jesus Himself said: “This kind [of demon] does not go out except by prayer and fasting”
(Matthew 17:21).
Recover the value of offering daily crosses: illnesses, difficulties,
misunderstandings—as redemptive weapons.

VI. Application in Daily Life: Resisting Evil with Faith and Constancy

What good is knowing these things if they don’t transform our lives? The traditional Catholic
does not live obsessed with the devil, but focused on Christ—yet he does not ignore the
reality of the battle.

Examine your life:

Are there things that draw you away from God, disguised as “trends” or “wellness”?
Are there spiritual habits you’ve abandoned?
Are you a witness of light in a world that flirts with darkness?

We are not alone: the Church Triumphant (the saints), the Church Militant (us), and
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the Church Suffering (souls in purgatory) form one army. And the most powerful
weapon is the Eucharist: Christ Himself, present in body, blood, soul, and divinity.

Conclusion: Rediscovering the Seriousness of Evil and the Victory of Christ

The Malleus Maleficarum, while flawed, leaves us with a sobering warning: ignoring the
devil’s actions is one of his greatest triumphs. But we do not follow a spirit of fear, but
Christ the King, the Lord of History, who has conquered death and sin.

“Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but rather expose
them” (Ephesians 5:11).

Now more than ever, Catholics are called to live with eyes wide open, vigilant souls,
and hearts in a state of grace, knowing that spiritual warfare is not fiction but
reality, and that victory is assured if we fight with the weapons of God.


