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The Pan-Amazon Synod: A church with the face of a healer?
https://panamazonsynodwatch.info/articles/revolution-in-the-church/the-pan-amazon-synod-a-church-with-the-face-of-a-healer/  

By José Antonio Ureta, April 14, 2019
The main objective of the next Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops is “to find new ways of developing the Amazonian face of the Church.”[1] Since one can only grow something that already exists, it is well to study the physiognomy that the missionaries installed in the Amazon are already giving their communities and the model of evangelization with which they dream.
To this end, today we will study the case of a German missionary of the Divine Word who proposes to incorporate magic rites of Amazon healers into the pastoral action of the Catholic Church.

He is Father Karl Heinz Arenz, SVD, who worked between 1990 and 2003 in the formation of pastoral agents in the then-Prelature and today Diocese of Óbidos, and in the Diocese of Santarém, in the Lower Amazon region of Brazil. He is currently a professor of Modern and Contemporary History at the Federal University of Pará, in Belém, Brazil.[2]
Fr. Arenz’s supposed convergence between the Gospel and shamanic healings was the theme of his doctoral thesis under the direction of Father Paulo Suess, one of the drafters of the Preparatory Document for the Pan-Amazonian Synod.[3]  He published his thesis in 2003 under the title, “Safe and Sound: Shamanism in the Lower Amazon as Challenge for Evangelization.”[4]
The objects of the doctoral thesis are the healing practices of the residents of the Lower Amazon basin and its tributaries, familiarly called “caboclos”, of Amerindian origin, who were drawn from the jungle to villages by Franciscan and Jesuit missionaries in the 17th and 18th centuries and later incorporated by civil authorities into settlers’ towns.

These “caboclos” or “ribeirinhos”, of mixed races in various degrees who in the mid-twentieth century constituted half the population of that region, have preserved much of their indigenous identity through various forms of resistance to integration, favored by familiarity with the Amazon jungle, autonomous life in small communities along the riverbanks, and above all the practice of “pajelança” (a term invented by anthropologists to describe the shamanic rituals of the “pajés”, a name given in the region to healers).

The religion of these “ribeirinhos” is a syncretistic amalgam of the evangelization of the early Catholic missionaries and the various shamanic practices, which are the key to understanding their whole worldview.

From Catholicism they preserved the veneration of patron saints – a devotion derived not from the virtues they practiced but from their protective supernatural power. Among these patron saints (Our Lady of Nazareth, Saint Anthony, Saint Benedict, Saint Lucy, etc.) one finds statues of the Holy Trinity, the Holy Spirit, the Infant Jesus or the Sacred Heart, just like any other patron.

From paganism, they have retained the belief in the “enchanted ones,” mysterious beings from the bottom of the water and the jungle who represent the forces of nature and manifest themselves to people in various forms (human beings, animals, voices or whistles). Contrary to patron saints, who are protectors, the “enchanted ones” perform ambiguous actions and can have both beneficial and evil effects, especially for the life and health of the communities. People take precautions to maintain a balance with them as entities that “inhabit” and energize nature, and thus avoid their direct interference in everyday life. The forest and especially the river are sacred places because they are the dwelling places of these “enchanted ones.”

Heaven and God, often respectfully called “the Old Man above,” seem far away and static while the jungle environment is dynamic and engaging, constituting the place where saints, the “enchanted ones,” and human beings interact. “Their religion is a mixture of fetishism with polytheism … One can hardly find among them a perfectly monotheistic individual,” the educator and sociologist from Pará, José Veríssimo, affirmed at the end of the nineteenth century.[5]
In this mixture of fetishism and polytheism, certain “enchanted ones” from the bottom of the water, called “caruanas”, are the most important figures in the ‘caboclos’ imagination. The healer can use them as the main healing agents of spells or diseases inflicted on people by evil beings in revenge for some abuse of nature or disrespect of taboos regarding food or something else.

“As a religious expert,” Father Arenz explains, “the pajé has become, through the process of initiation, an intimate acquaintance to some enchanted ones from the bottom, whom he considers his companions or personal guides. … Only with their help can the shaman be able to transform a situation of disorder (illness, disturbance) into one of order (well-being, health).”[6]
The shaman’s therapeutic ability is revealed in the healing session. While there is no fixed rite, the sessions follow a certain pattern:

– They are held at night in a closed room having at its center a bench or hammock for the pajé to sit, surrounded by the attending family or friends;

– The pajé is clothed with ribbons and feathers and ingests alcoholic beverages, sometimes even in excess, to prepare for “work”;

– He utters some invocations until the culminating moment of “ecstasy”, during which he travels outside his body through the supernatural world, searching for healing, and ‘incorporates” his “caruana” friends, who will restore order to the sick body. As he receives each “enchanted one”, the shaman shakes his maracá (a kind of rattle with seeds), breathes noisily, greets those present, gets up, sings and dances around the room until the entity bids farewell and the shaman successively incorporates still other “enchanted ones”. (According to the anthropologist Raymundo H. Maués, “the environment is relaxed, allowing jokes, humorous sayings coming from both the enchanted ones speaking through the shaman’s mouth and from the attendees, addressing themselves to the enchanted one.”).[7]




– The session reaches its climax when the main enchanted one arrives. Through the shaman, the latter calls the patient, placed in the middle of the room, sitting on a bench. The shaman then smokes the patient and especially the part of his body affected by the disease, with the tauari cigarette, which he smokes with the ember inside his mouth to “suck the disease” with his lips, at times pretending to extract a small object from the patient’s body.

– The session’s closing is a critical moment because, through convulsions, the shaman “returns” to his normal state. He seems to wake up from a profound sleep and usually states that he does not remember anything of what has just occurred.[8]
The above-quoted anthropologist Raymundo H. Maués emphasizes the proximity of this ritual to witchcraft: “Able to cure diseases, the pajé (or healer) is also seen as someone who has the power to provoke them. The suspicion that often falls upon them, that every shaman is potentially a sorcerer, derives from this fundamental ambiguity.”[9]
It is not surprising that the French Capuchin missionary Claude d’Abbeville, already at the beginning of the seventeenth century, emphasized the likely diabolical nature of these spirits invoked in healing rituals. He describes healers as “characters the devil uses to keep alive the superstition of the Indians,” who “make people believe that it is enough to blow upon the diseased part to heal it … by sucking it and spitting out the evil and insinuating the cure.” In fact, “they sometimes hide pieces of wood, iron or bone, and after sucking the sick part they show these objects to the victim, pretending to have extracted them. In this way, they often heal, but it is due to imagination or superstition by diabolic arts” [modern medicine would call it a placebo effect].[10]
“For Father Arenz, however, there is nothing preternatural in these rituals, but rather the shaman’s magical manipulation of the uninterrupted flow of untamed cosmic forces: “Magic is seen as the basis of the entire shamanic system,” he states. He continues: “Magic is based on the consistent and organized use of nature’s constant movements for the good of the community. This magic function has a deep spiritual connotation by establishing rituals that transcend the natural environment itself, situating it within a ‘horizon of mystery.’”[11]
The German professor and missionary sees the point of convergence between pajelança and Christianity precisely in this social function to restore the cosmic order within a community. Jesus Christ is said to be part of those “magic-prophetic figures” that emerge in situations of change and uncertainty, such as the one that Galilee experienced after the Roman invasion, with the accelerated process of cultural Hellenization. “In His actions and speech, Jesus never resembled the philosophers of his time,” the priest continues. “In His intent to be ‘the prophet of the Kingdom’ and to bring forth the strength of this kingdom among the people of his time, He employed signs close to magic without worrying about the rationality or logic of such signs, as the philosophers would do.”[12]
After insisting that “the term magic cannot be used only in a pejorative or discriminatory sense” as “it seeks to restore the order of creation in the lives of people and groups,” Father Arenz says that “Jesus gratuitously laid out gestures and magical signs common at that time, placing them at the service of the Kingdom and thus employing a ‘good magic’ that promoted life and provided meaning.”[13]
Even “the key event in Jesus’ life, his death and resurrection, can be likened to ecstasy, the constitutive characteristic of shamanism. Jesus’ descent to the ‘kingdom of death’ – or rather to the ‘mansion of the dead’ – and His subsequent ascension to heaven are analogous to a journey into the ‘second reality’, which is the destination of the shamans’ ecstatic experience.”[14]




To corroborate his thesis, our university professor from Pará quotes the historian and ex-priest, now married, Edward Hoonaert, who states that, “It is no lack of respect at all to compare Jesus to a shaman, a man who healed, advised, restored lost freedom. In fact, a careful reading of the Gospels does not allow us to forget that Jesus made explicit gestures as a healer and counselor.”[15]
Trying to justify theologically this blasphemous comparison of Our Lord to a witch doctor, Arenz radically subverts the supernatural and moral meaning of the Redemption and gives it a purely natural and therapeutic dimension: “Jesus’ mission was not to present to God a satisfaction for people’s errors and faults by sacrificing for them. His mission was to bring them integration and wholeness from God by surrendering himself to the wounded. Jesus became their ‘ally’ so they could have more life.”[16] The Church must therefore “rescue the therapeutic core of the evangelical project”[17] and fortunately, theology is already including “therapeutic connotations in its hitherto well-defined concepts”: “The term to save is no longer exclusively associated with life after death or with a person’s ethical improvement, but also includes the practical dimension of curing and healing.”[18]
In fact, he continues: “While a person at the time of Jesus and in the two following centuries placed sickness at the center of his faith and his adherence to the Medical Christ, a soteriology of sin with a strong moralistic connotation arose with the entrance into the Hellenistic cultural environment, preventing the development of a therapeutic theology aimed at the whole person.”[19]  Hence, “healing and other therapeutic practices lost the importance they had in evangelical accounts as the Church made a cultural shift to the Hellenistic environment.”[20]
Her subsequent lack of dialogue with cultures “also turned the Church into a pathogenic institution. … The Church’s insistence on certain concepts of morals and doctrine, especially in relation to sin and guilt ‘stifled’ her therapeutic commitment to life.”[21] However, the human longing to be simultaneously safe and sound “is being recognized in the more recent reflections of Catholic theology that question the dichotomy between body and soul in the speculative-dogmatic tradition and thus rescue the integral vision of the human person presented by the Bible.”[22]
The present theological rescue of a holistic view of man allows a convergence between the evangelical tradition and the shamanic tradition by recognizing that “both have as their axes the convertibility of disorder, the complementarity between magical and religious elements, and the effectiveness of daily life.”[23] This restoration of order “in the case of Jesus aims at the definitive fulfillment of creation” (evolution towards the Christ-Omega, as Teilhard de Chardin would put it), while “in pajelança it seeks the permanent maintenance of harmony on the cosmic level through a posture of respect and reverence towards the other co-participants of the cosmos.”[24]
Thus, “the conclusions of theological reflection and the categories of shamanic practices complement each other in the objective of serving life.’ In this complementarity, the shamanic tradition seems to come out ahead: “With its cosmic horizon, it proves to be more practical because it aims at the constant and dynamic interaction between the members of the cosmos as a guarantee of integral well-being.”[25]
The natural conclusion of our German professor’s weird explanations is that “there are ‘bridges’ between Christianity and pajelança” whereby “shamanic practices can no longer be judged as superstitions and condemned to remain hidden, but as events of a transforming spiritual dimension.”[26]“Therefore, pajelança has a right to return – in a recognized and conscious way – to the center of the daily life of the Christian communities of Amazonian river dwellers.”[27]
To the objection that such recognition favors syncretism, Father Arenz responds that the latter “is a phenomenon from which no religious system is free.” On the contrary, “it is an important milestone in the path of an official religion to become in fact a living religion.”[28]  He quotes Edward Hoonaert: “In this sense, syncretism is a requirement of the mission. … In reality, the mission has two moments: a first, apologetic moment … and a second, syncretic moment.”[29]
In concrete, it is urgent to recognize the ministry of the shamans as therapeutic agents and as faithful committed to life. “The hierarchical condition of the Church,” Father Arenz asserts, “is not necessarily an impediment to recognizing the importance of her service. Hierarchy cannot be seen as an absolute fact.” Because of its charismatic character, such therapeutic ministry should enjoy a great deal of autonomy: “As shamans, they do not depend on established structures and conventions to legitimize their gift, but only on the ‘mystical company’ of their ‘caruanas’. This fact makes them independent from any institution.”[30]
Such integration of pajelança into the therapeutic ministry of the Church is all the more necessary since “the seven sacraments, definitively established, regulated and spiritualized at the Council of Trent (1545-1563), no longer resemble the three complementary lines of Jesus’ diaconal activity: forgiving, healing and sharing;” and sacramental gestures, words, and objects need to be reinvigorated in their “symbolic effectiveness”.[31]




To recognize the therapeutic ministry of shamans based on the autonomy of shamanic healing and its complementarity with traditional ministries (“instead of opposing the service of the priest to that of the shaman” [32]) would favor the “‘re-form’ of ecclesiology.”   The Church would be recognized as “a people of God journeying among different cultures” [33] and that her basic purpose is “to be a minister of life in the midst of a fragmented and wounded world.”[34]
In this sense, “acknowledging pajelança experts — who generally consider themselves Catholic — is the first step” toward “a constant ‘conversion’ on the part of the Church” and “may contribute, in the long run, to conceiving an Amazonian theology.”[35]
Here you have, very well defined, the final goal of those who are in the best position to influence discussions at the next special assembly of the Synod of Bishops: an Amazonian Church with a healer’s face.

This is a vain and blasphemous project, because, as the Scriptures say, “what concord has Christ with Belial?” (2 Cor 6:15).
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PRE-AMAZON SYNOD PRIVATE MEETING CALLS FOR FEMALE DIACONATE, VATICAN IN ATTENDANCE
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PRE-AMAZON_SYNOD_PRIVATE_MEETING_CALLS_FOR_FEMALE_DIACONATE_VATICAN_IN_ATTENDANCE.doc
VIRI PROBATI, A DEGRADATION OF THE CATHOLIC PRIESTHOOD – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/VIRI_PROBATI_A_DEGRADATION_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_PRIESTHOOD.doc
ARCHBISHOP VIGANO-CHRIST IS ABSENT FROM AMAZON SYNOD WORKING DOC 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/ARCHBISHOP_VIGANO-CHRIST_IS_ABSENT_FROM_AMAZON_SYNOD_WORKING_DOC.doc
PLINIO CORRÊA DE OLIVEIRA’S BITTER SATISFACTION OF HAVING FORESEEN IT ALL – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PLINIO_CORRÊA_DE_OLIVEIRAS_BITTER_SATISFACTION_OF_HAVING_FORESEEN_IT_ALL.doc
AMAZON SYNOD-MISSIONARIES THAT DO NOT EVANGELIZE, MARRIED INDIGENOUS PRIESTS, WORSHIP OF PAGAN IDOLS 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/AMAZON_SYNOD-MISSIONARIES_THAT_DO_NOT_EVANGELIZE_MARRIED_INDIGENOUS_PRIESTS_WORSHIP_OF_PAGAN_IDOLS.doc
“MINISTRIES WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”-AN ECLIPSE OF THE CATHOLIC PRIESTHOOD AND THE HIERARCHICAL CHARACTER OF THE CHURCH-3 – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MINISTRIES_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE-AN_ECLIPSE_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_PRIESTHOOD_AND_THE_HIERARCHICAL_CHARACTER_OF_THE_CHURCH-3.doc
TO WHICH TRIBE DO THE SYNOD INDIANS BELONG? – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/TO_WHICH_TRIBE_DO_THE_SYNOD_INDIANS_BELONG.doc
CARDINAL BARRETO-A SURPRISE (PERHAPS) NOW EXPLAINED – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/CARDINAL_BARRETO-A_SURPRISE-PERHAPS-NOW_EXPLAINED.doc
DO NOT BURN WHAT YOU ADORED– AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/DO_NOT_BURN_WHAT_YOU_ADORED.doc
WHAT DOES CARDINAL HUMMES REALLY THINK? – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/WHAT_DOES_CARDINAL_HUMMES_REALLY_THINK.doc
PANAMAZONIAN ASSOCIATION SENDS POPE FRANCIS A LETTER ON THE AMAZON SYNOD 

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PANAMAZONIAN_ASSOCIATION_SENDS_POPE_FRANCIS_A_LETTER_ON_THE_AMAZON_SYNOD.doc
THE LEFT-WING MEDIA AND THE AMAZON SYNOD: HAND-IN-HAND WITH INDIGENISM 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_LEFT-WING_MEDIA_AND_THE_AMAZON_SYNOD-HAND-IN-HAND_WITH_INDIGENISM.doc
“POLITICALLY CORRECT” ECOLOGY: AN IMPIOUS AND INHUMANE IDEOLOGY – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/POLITICALLY_CORRECT​_ECOLOGY-AN_IMPIOUS_AND_INHUMANE_IDEOLOGY.doc
SYNODS MANIPULATED TO BUILD THE “NEW CHURCH” – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/SYNODS_MANIPULATED_TO_BUILD_THE_NEW_CHURCH.doc
HAS THE CHURCH NEVER DEALT WITH THIS MATTER? – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/HAS_THE_CHURCH_NEVER_DEALT_WITH_THIS_MATTER.doc
THE AUTHENTIC THOUGHT OF ONE OF THE PROTAGONISTS OF THE AMAZONIC SYNOD 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_AUTHENTIC_THOUGHT_OF_ONE_OF_THE_PROTAGONISTS_OF_THE_AMAZONIC_SYNOD.doc
MORE ROMAN CONFUSION ABOUT RELIGIOUS PLURALISM – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MORE_ROMAN_CONFUSION_ABOUT_RELIGIOUS_PLURALISM.doc
PAN-AMAZON SYNOD: SEE WHAT SOME PEOPLE ARE PROPOSING 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD-SEE_WHAT_SOME_PEOPLE_ARE_PROPOSING.doc
“MINISTRIES WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”-AN ECLIPSE OF THE CATHOLIC PRIESTHOOD AND THE HIERARCHICAL CHARACTER OF THE CHURCH-1 – AMAZON SYNOD

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MINISTRIES_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE-AN_ECLIPSE_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_PRIESTHOOD_AND_THE_HIERARCHICAL_CHARACTER_OF_THE_CHURCH-1.doc
“MINISTRIES WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”-AN ECLIPSE OF THE CATHOLIC PRIESTHOOD AND THE HIERARCHICAL CHARACTER OF THE CHURCH-2 – AMAZON SYNOD

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/MINISTRIES_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE-AN_ECLIPSE_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_PRIESTHOOD_AND_THE_HIERARCHICAL_CHARACTER_OF_THE_CHURCH-2.doc
THE LONG MARCH OF A CERTAIN ECOLOGY TOWARD TRIBALISM – AMAZON SYNOD

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_LONG_MARCH_OF_A_CERTAIN_ECOLOGY_TOWARD_TRIBALISM.doc
IN THE NAME OF THE AMAZON SYNOD, WILL THEY CHANGE THE DOCTRINE AND FACE OF THE CHURCH OF GOD? 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/IN_THE_NAME_OF_THE_AMAZON_SYNOD_WILL_THEY_CHANGE_THE_DOCTRINE_AND_FACE_OF_THE_CHURCH_OF_GOD.doc
PAN AMAZON SYNOD: THE FULFILLMENT OF AN OLD PLAN 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/PAN_AMAZON_SYNOD-THE_FULFILLMENT_OF_AN_OLD_PLAN.doc
THE ‘BIG BERTHA’ OF CARDINAL BRANDMÜLLER – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_BIG_BERTHA_OF_CARDINAL_BRANDMÜLLER.doc
IS THE AMAZON SYNOD GOING TO LEAD US TO ECO-SOCIALISM? 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/IS_THE_AMAZON_SYNOD_GOING_TO_LEAD_US_TO_ECO-SOCIALISM.doc
GET READY FOR “CATHOLIC ANIMISM” AS WELL – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/GET_READY_FOR_CATHOLIC_ANIMISM_AS_WELL.doc
WHO IS THE TRUE INSPIRER OF THIS “CHURCH WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE”? – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/WHO_IS_THE_TRUE_INSPIRER_OF_THIS_CHURCH_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE.doc
THE INDIGENOUS LEFT RAISES THE BAR REGARDING THE PAN-AMAZON SYNOD 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_INDIGENOUS_LEFT_RAISES_THE_BAR_REGARDING_THE_PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD.doc
A “CHURCH WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE” AND THE DANGER OF AN “ETHNIC HERESY” (1) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/A_CHURCH_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE_AND_THE_DANGER_OF_AN_ETHNIC_HERESY-1.doc
A “CHURCH WITH AN AMAZONIAN FACE” AND THE DANGER OF AN “ETHNIC HERESY” (2) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/A_CHURCH_WITH_AN_AMAZONIAN_FACE_AND_THE_DANGER_OF_AN_ETHNIC_HERESY-2.doc
INDIAN THEOLOGY: BETWEEN RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM AND A RETURN TO PAGANISM (1) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/INDIAN_THEOLOGY-BETWEEN_RELIGIOUS_SYNCRETISM_AND_A_RETURN_TO_PAGANISM-1.doc
INDIAN THEOLOGY: BETWEEN RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM AND A RETURN TO PAGANISM (2) – AMAZON SYNOD
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/INDIAN_THEOLOGY-BETWEEN_RELIGIOUS_SYNCRETISM_AND_A_RETURN_TO_PAGANISM-2.doc
THE PAN AMAZON SYNOD, A SERIOUS ECCLESIASTICAL ABUSE OF POWER 

http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_PAN_AMAZON_SYNOD_A_SERIOUS_ECCLESIASTICAL_ABUSE_OF_POWER.doc
THE PAN-AMAZON SYNOD, OR ELEAZAR LÓPEZ’S REVENGE ON JOSEPH RATZINGER 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/THE_PAN-AMAZON_SYNOD_OR_ELEAZAR_LÓPEZS_REVENGE_ON_JOSEPH_RATZINGER.doc
AMAZON SYNOD: OFF TO A BAD START 
http://ephesians-511.net/recent/docs/AMAZON_SYNOD-OFF_TO_A_BAD_START.doc
