


The 

Undercover           World of Animism

By: David Sitton

Animism is the most widely practiced religion in the world.  A vast majority of the 
world’s nearly seven billion inhabitants are actively involved in some variety of this 
spiritualistic worldview.  Animism1 may also be the most subtle aspect within the 
major world religions, reshaping itself into countless mutations and blending 
(aka “syncretism”) into virtually every religious expression across the planet, 
including North America.

Consider these examples from various world religions:

•Hindus and Muslims in Central and Southeast Asia, and most Buddhists in China, 
intermingle their religion with various animistic spirit beliefs and practices.  Hindus 
believe in karma and reincarnation.  Folk Hindus pray to a variety of spirits.

•Japanese Shintoism and Chinese 
Confucianism emphasize ancestral 
veneration.

•Folk Muslims attempt to harness the power 
of baraka which is an impersonal, but friendly 
(hopefully) spiritual force.  An example of 
Folk Islam would be one who prays five 
times a day to Allah, but may also be a 
sorcerer who seeks power from the five evil 
spirits written about in Arabic script.2

•Voodoo in Haiti encompasses bizarre beliefs 
of spiritual metamorphosis where demonic 
spirits change into different animal forms 
(lycanthropy), including the ability to 
reanimate human corpses (zombies).

•Melanesian cargo cults regularly seek to 
manipulate ancestral spirits to reveal the 
true source of the “white man’s wealth.”

•Modern Neo-pagans describe themselves 
as animists, meaning they respect the 
diverse community of living beings and spirits 
with whom humans share the world.

1.  Animism is not a religion, strictly speaking. However, it is a significant facet of 
virtually every religion.

2.  Loren Entz. Challenges to Abou’s Jesus. Evangelical Missions Quarterly. Jan, 
1986, page 46

Animism also permeates North America. Consider these elements of animism:

•More than 50 million Americans seek the counsel of astrological charts to determine 
how the alignment of the stars will affect their day.

•Catholicism is rife with idolatry (icon veneration) and animistic practices, such as 
the reverence of saints and the worship of Mary, the “Mother of God.”

•Wiccans may use the term animist to refer to the concept that a Mother Goddess 
and Horned God are within everything that exists.

•New Age philosophies embrace animism in the form of the existence of nature 
spirits, divination, and (attempted) communication with the dead (necromancy).

•Traditional Native American religions are fundamentally animistic.  There is a Native 
American Indian shaman with an office in the downtown section of the city where
I live who is eager to assist those with a need to know the future.

•Television clairvoyants (séance 
mediums); fortune tellers; 
ridiculous good luck 
superstitions; naiveté in regard 
to Halloween witches and 
goblins; and the mystical rituals 
of transcendental meditation, 
yoga, channeling and breath 
prayer (which all seek an altered 
state meditative consciousness) 
are examples of North American 
preoccupation with animistic 
observances.

I am compelled to blow a trumpet of alarm for North American believers.  If animism 
is principally a “search for power sources by which man may manipulate the spirit 
world to execute his own will,” we must be alert to the tendency of carrying animistic 
belief and practice into Christianity.  Tribal peoples are not the only ones affected by 
harmful syncretism.  The Western world is also immersed in a culture of false gods.

Melanesian cargo cultism (mentioned above) is little different from “health and 
wealth,” “blab it and grab it” religious scams that attempt to manipulate God and 
materially exploit their followers.  “Your Best Life Now” is not the biblical gospel 
(Mark 10:17-45).  “In Jesus’ name” is not a tribal chant that will “wake up God” in 
order to get fleshly wishes granted.  This is prostitution of the genuine power of the 
Holy Spirit that God demonstrates through his people for the spread of the gospel 
throughout the earth.

The demonic objective is to deceive humanity and to lead them away from God.  
Satan’s plans are never for our good, but always for destruction (John 8:44; 10:10; 
Hebrews 2:14).  So it is with the nations of the world that are enslaved by the spiritual  
cesspit of animism.  Satan has detained them for millennia, and he’ll not let his slaves 
go without a fight.  Yet, he will release captives through the gospel.

In this issue of our magazine, we will spotlight 
animism as it is commonly understood in the context 
of the religious worldview of indigenous peoples.

Animism is “the search 
for and discovery of power
sources by which man may
manipulate the spirit world 
to execute his will.”
Philip Steyne (Gods of Power)

President, To Every Tribe
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The World of

A N I M I S M
! ! !    By Dr. Patrick Zukeran

From Genesis to the present, the biblical 
worldview has clashed with the worldview of 
animism.  Animism is a religion that sees a 
spirit or spiritual force behind every event, 
and many objects of the physical world carry 
spiritual signiÞcance.

The animistic worldview contains both the 
physical world and the unseen spirit world.  
There is no sharp distinction between the two 
realities; what happens in one affects the 
other.  The seen or physical world consists of 
what we can see and experience.  It includes 
forces of nature and physical beings.  In the 
seen world, the earth plays a prominent role 
because it is viewed as a living entity and is 
often worshipped as Mother Earth.  Nature is 
believed to be alive.  Hills, caves, mountains, 
and lakes are often revered as sacred places.  
Animals may be embodiments of spirits and 
are worshipped as sacred, such as the cow 
and monkey in India.

The hierarchy in the unseen world of animism 
begins with the belief in the Supreme God.  
Following him are a host of lesser gods, then 
the spirits (nature deities), and then the spirits 
of the ancestors who continue to play a role 
with the living.

There also exist unseen forces that include 
supernatural powers like fate, the evil eye, 
magic, and witchcraft.  There are also 
impersonal energy forces in objects that 
empower them.  These objects are believed 
to give a person power to do good or evil.

The Mudmen of Asaro images were taken by   
photographer Betsey Norton in the Highlands 
of Papua New Guinea.
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 Themes in Animism 

Ancestors:  The first of the themes is a community-centered life.  The 
ancestors, the living, and the unborn are all part of on-going community 
relationships.

Supernatural beings and forces:  Humans live in a world surrounded by 
supernatural beings and forces, most of which are hostile to humans.  For 
this reason, animists spend their time seeking to appease the gods, the 
spirits, and the ancestors with offerings or bribes.  Extreme care is taken to 
maintain the harmony between the two worlds.  Since all created things are 
connected, a simple act like eating a fruit from the wrong tree may bring 
disaster.

Power:  Animistic peoples view themselves as constantly struggling against 
spirits, other humans, and supernatural forces.  Everything that happens is 
explained by spiritual powers at war.  The goal is to attain power to control 
the forces around them.  Animism is obsessed with invoking good luck and 
avoiding bad luck in every aspect of life.

Fear:  In a world full of spirits, omens, and spells, life is rarely secure.  Many 
see the world as a hostile and dangerous place filled with spirits and forces 
antagonistic to people.  Seemingly mundane activities such as moving the 
wrong rock can bring potential disaster.  People turn to their ancestors, 
gods, and spirits for protection

Gods in Animism
It may surprise you that most animistic religions teach that there is one 
Supreme Being.  He is the creator and is often described as omniscient, 
eternal, beneficent, omnipotent, and righteous.  However, this being has 
distanced himself from man and cannot be known personally.  Legends 
abound that he was once near, but was angered with man and removed 
himself far away.

Following the Supreme God is a host of lesser gods.  These beings mediate 
between man and the Supreme Being, but must first be paid homage.  
Gods possess specific powers and are localized to a geographical area.  
The gods inhabit places such as rivers, mountains, forests, and oceans.  
Some gods exercise power over human affairs (business, marriage, death, 
etc.).  Other gods exercise powers over nature (storms, rain, etc.).  Among 
the Hawaiians, Lono is the god of the oceans and controls the clouds and 
storms. Pele, the fire goddess, dwells in the volcanoes.  Many still honor 
these gods in Hawaii today.

Spirits and Ancestors
Can the dead communicate with the living?  Animism holds to a belief that 
numerous spirits exercise their power over places where they once dwelled, 
such as mountains, streams, and rivers.  For example, some South Sea 
islanders ask forgiveness of the trees they cut down for canoes so that the 
spirits of the trees will not harm them.

Essential in animism is the remembrance of the ancestors.  Animism 
teaches that people possess immortal souls.  At death, the soul is free to 
wander near the grave, travel the earth, or enter the world of the spirits.  
The spirits of the ancestors participate in the daily lives of family members.  
Neglecting to honor them has severe consequences.  Souls of the departed 
who did not live fulfilled lives or died tragic deaths become ghosts.  Ghosts 
search for bodies to inhabit and often bring harm.

At death, one enters the realm of the ancestors who maintain a relationship 
with the family.  Ancestors remain deeply interested in their family.  They 
care for, protect, and punish those who seek to do harm.

Ancestors are revered for 
several reasons.  First, they 
are the founders of the 
family.  Second, they have 
answered the question of 
what follows death, so they 
can help the living through 
dreams, necromancers, 
and visions.  Third, some 
ancestors have 
accomplished great 
achievements, which must 
be celebrated.  Fourth, 
animists believe that 
ancestors protect the 
family and function as 
mediators between God 
and the family.

One's happiness in the 
afterlife depends on the 
care given by one's 
descendants.  Anyone 
banished from a family or 
tribe in essence becomes 
extinct with no one to 
remember or care for them.
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Basic Practices in Animism 
Taboos. In animism there are 
numerous taboos and prohibitions 
intended to preserve the harmony 
between the spiritual and physical 
worlds.  Myriads of taboos exist, 
and violation of them can result in 
cursing of a community and must 
be atoned for by sacrifices.

Sacred Places. Sacred places of 
worship exist to commune with the 
spiritual world.  These are places 
where sacred power is 
concentrated.  In Haiti, there is a 
sacred tree where a pact with the 
devil was signed over 200 years 
ago by animistic witch doctors. 
The descendants of these witch 
doctors were most displeased when 
Christian pastors recently prayed 
over the tree and successfully 
commanded the spirits to leave it.

Sacred Things. Stones, for 
example, are often believed to 
possess sacred power.  This is one 
reason you can easily find crystal 
jewelry and other semi-precious 
stones for sale in catalogs and 
stores.  Certain plants and insects 
are believed to be sacred and 
taboo.  Carved images are believed 
to possess the spirit of divinities.

Sacred Actions. Worship includes 
the sacrifice of animals or plants to 
the deities.  The shamans perform 

the sacred rites.  Omens play an 
essential role; this is the origin of 
saying "God bless you" after 
someone sneezes, to protect the 
spirits from jumping into the 
suddenly vulnerable person.  Signs 
in the heavens and certain reptiles 
or animals encountered in a day 
(such as a black cat crossing one's 
path) may predict one's future.

Sacred Words. Oaths, curses, 
blessings, and the spells of both 
white and black witchcraft are 
sacred words which are charged 
with sacred power if uttered by a 
witch doctor.

Sacred Persons. Witches use their 
powers for good and evil.  They can 
use their powers to protect 
communities from enemies and 
communicate with the gods and 
spirits.  In most societies, witches 
are believed to travel great 
distances in short periods and can 
kill from afar.  Witches have 
supernatural powers to inflict harm 
on others.  They cast spells which 
cause illness; communicate with 
dead spirits; and transform 
themselves into animals.  The 
shaman (medicine man) can cure 
sickness; direct sacrificial rites; and 
escort souls into the afterlife.

Overcoming Animism
Fear is the overriding emotion 
among animistic peoples because 
one is never really sure if a taboo 
has been broken and whether the 
gods, the spirits, or the ancestors 
have been angered.  If not properly 
appeased, these spirits may inflict 
horrific punishments.  Animism 
includes some of the most feared 
practices known to man.  Themes 
of sorcery, magic, and voodoo 
strike terror in the hearts of millions 
of people.  Because of these fears, 
even new converts out of animistic 
contexts are often tempted to both 
pray to God, but also seek help 
from their animistic religion.

However, God forbids the animistic 
practices of witchcraft, necromancy, 
magic, and worship of spirits.  
Deuteronomy 18:10 commands "Let 
no one be found among you who 
sacrifices his son or daughter in the 
fire, who practices divination, 
sorcery, interprets omens, engages 
in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who 
consults the dead."  Those who 
practice these things are 
entertaining spirits who are 
opposed to God and seek the 
destruction of all people.

Animistic fears will be displaced 
only when Believers are 
transformed by the renewing of 
God’s Word.  Transformation takes 

place when we begin to understand 
the Sovereign God.  In contrast to 
the temperamental gods in 
animism, the Bible teaches there 
is only one true God. Isaiah 43:10 
states, "'You are my witnesses,' 
declares the Lord, 'so that you may 
know and believe me and 
understand that I am he. Before me 
no god was formed, nor will there 
be one after me.'"

Christians do not need to live in fear 
of hostile spirit beings and spells.  
Christ, who loves His people, has 
triumphed over them all.  
Colossians 2:15 declares that He 
(Christ) "disarmed the powers and 
authorities, [making] a public 
spectacle of them, triumphing over 
them by the cross."

Christ has brought all spiritual 
authorities under His rule.  Nothing 
enters into our lives until it first 
filters through His loving hand.  
God's hand of protection shelters 
His people.

He who dwells in the shelter of 
the Most High will rest in the 
shadow of the Almighty.  I will 
say of the Lord, “He is my 
refuge and my fortress, my God 
whom I trust.”      Psalm 91:1
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Foundations of Animism    ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !     By David Sitton 

Three wood carvings lie 
undisturbed beneath generations of 
dust and cobwebs deep within the 
belly of a large slit-gong garamut 
drum in the manhouse of a Sepik 
River village in Papua New Guinea.  
An old tribal leader carefully 
removes one of the crumbling 
pieces and explains that no one in 
the village knows who carved it or 
the legend it represents.  Yet, it is a 
serious taboo to tamper with these 
sacred objects.  Handling one 
wrongly will rile the spirits of the 
dead who would then cause terrible 
catastrophe.  Not only would the 
local villagers be destroyed, but, it 
is strongly emphasized, people 
worldwide would be severely 
punished.  The 
manhouse itself 
seems to tremble 
at the thought of 
anything happening to 
these old soggy pieces of ancestral 
wood.

The animistic concept of indwelling 
spiritual power within certain 
objects or people is almost 
universally referred to as mana.  
Among the first to comprehensively 
study and document this 
phenomena was R.H. Codrington 
back in 1891.  Codrington 
described mana as “a supernatural 
force which operates behind all 
human activity in the world.  Mana 
is a force altogether distinct from 
physical power which acts in all 
kinds of ways for good and evil and 
which is of the greatest advantage 
to possess and control.1 

Mana is considered the power 
behind success or failure.  
Insufficient mana is thought to be 
the cause of failure; great mana the 
cause of success.  A man is 
successful at fighting not merely 
because of powerful arms, 
quickness of eye, and innovative 
weapons; he is successful because 
of mana.  The mana may have been 
received from an ancestor, from a 
warrior killed in battle; from an 
amulet that once was in contact 
with a mana-filled person or spirit; 
or from a distinctive tooth or rock 
that when worn, placed in one's 
house, or 
planted 

in 
one's 
field has  
power to bring 
success. Likewise, 
the speed of a well-made 
canoe does not depend upon its 
design, but on the mana it 
possesses. Without mana, an arrow 
cannot inflict a mortal wound, nor 
can a net catch many fish.

Theodore Ahrens, in describing 
present-day Melanesia, comments, 
“The main religious question in 
Melanesia is how to gain access to 
power and control it in order to 
make life successful.”  

Mana provides the animist with 
power to be successful; the 
absence of such power explains 
failure.  Influential people hold their 
positions due to mana.  Ancient 
Hawaiian kings were thought to be 
so charged with mana that the 
common man would die if he came 
into contact with what the king had 
touched.  His touch automatically 
made things taboo to the 
commoner.  Codrington writes that 
a son in northern Vanuatu (formerly 
New Hebrides) does not necessarily 
inherit his father’s chieftainship 
since such a position is due to 

powerful mana.  However, the father 
will attempt to pass on to his son 
the mana that has made him chief 
by the use of charms, magical 
songs, mana-laden stones, and 
secret knowledge.

Objects are assumed to possess 
mana because of their 
distinctiveness.  For example, a man 
may find a stone resembling some 
fruit of his garden.  He says to 
himself, “This stone is so unusual 

that it must possess power to make 
my garden productive.  Let me put it 
to the test.”  He lays it at the foot of 
a tree or plant whose fruit it 
resembles.  An abundant harvest 
proves that the stone possesses 
mana. 2

Cannibalistic tribes in New Guinea 
believed eating enemy warriors was 
the way to gain their power (mana).  
The very personality of the person 
was thought to be contained within 
the bodily parts.  Hair, finger-nails, 
flesh, blood, and sex organs are all 
considered to be rich in mana.  It is 
still common to visit villages in 
Papua New Guinea where human 
bones and skulls are coveted for 
their mana.3

This impassioned belief in the 
power of mana posed a problem 
for the government of Papua 

New Guinea when they tried to 
establish a blood bank.  No one 

would give blood!  The people 
feared once their blood was 
collected and stored away that the 
government would have spiritual 
power over them.  Even after 
extensive teaching, only a few 
volunteered blood.

The scientific and secular mind set 
of the West may scoff at such 
beliefs and practices.  Yet, it is 
interesting to parallel the concept of 
mana with our ideas about 
coincidence and luck.  A 
businessman may consider his 
promotion to chairman as a result of 
his hard work and intellectual 
abilities, but he may also recognize 

Garamut drum from Chambri Island, Papua New Guinea.
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he was “lucky” to be at the right 
place at the right time.  A person 
who has just won a lottery will 
reckon himself to be lucky.  
Similarly, a person who is 
successful in growing plants may 
happily say he has a “green thumb.”  
Touching or “knocking on wood” for 
luck remains part of English folk 
magic.4

R.H. Codrington rightly recognized 
that without a thorough 
understanding of mana “the 
outsider could not understand the 
religious beliefs and practices of the 
Melanesians.”5

This concept of spiritual power, or 
enablement, is prevalent throughout 
the world and is dominant within 
animistic societies.  It may be called 
Toh in parts of Indonesia, Baraka in 
the Muslim world, or the Universal 
Life Energy among New Age 
followers.  However, whatever the 
label, the concept is much the 
same.

The Controlling Emotion of 
Animistic Peoples
Tribal peoples are physically tough, 
but spiritually tormented.  I have 
seen Papua New Guineans perform 
almost superhuman feats, carrying 
monstrous loads up perpendicular 
mountains, and chasing wild pigs 
and cassowaries all day long 
through some of the world’s 
thickest jungles with hardly a drop 
to drink.  They routinely display 
superb courage in tribal warfare and 
endure incredible pain from every 
imaginable disease and mishap.6

Spiritually, though, these same 
warriors tremble at the thought of 
witches, ghosts, and spirits.  They 
may refuse to walk through a forest 
alone or sleep in a room unless 

there is someone to keep them 
company.   I have had guides lead 
me hours out of the way over rough 
terrain simply to avoid walking 
through an ancestral burial ground 
or through areas known to be 
inhabited by spirits.

Animistic peoples believe their 
troubles in life are generally due to 
their inability to keep the spirits 
satisfied.  They live their lives 
fearfully looking back over their 
shoulders wondering if every ritual 
was performed adequately enough 
to keep the spirits happy.  Constant 
fear everywhere dominates tribal 
people.  Where did fear originate?

The early chapters of Genesis 
document the entrance of sin into 
the world.  Fear was the immediate 
consequence of that sin.  Fear is 
the result of the break in man’s 
relationship with God because of 
rebellion.  We are alienated from 
God; we are not at peace; there is 
unrest, uneasiness, and dread.
Fears and phobias of every kind 
abound.  Animists fear the power of 
an ancestor to take revenge upon 
them for some past grievance; they 
are terrified of the power of the evil 
eye to kill a newborn or even ruin a 
harvest; they tremble when 
confronted with the power of spirits 
who possess mediums; they dread 
the power of magic that controls 
human events; and on and on it 
goes...

It is worthy of note that many 
creation myths among tribal 
peoples describe a time when there 
was no separation between 
mankind and God, when humans 
were immortal.7  But, the time came 
when there was a separation 

between God and man.  Some tribal 
legends say the separation came as 
a result of man breaking a taboo; in 
others, it is explained as an 
accident beyond human control.  
The gruesome result is that humans 
have become mortal and die.  
Tragically, no real solution for 
reconciliation with God is found 
within tribal mythologies.

Controlling the Spirits
One tribal assumption about life is 
that spirits are evil, unpredictable, 
and must be approached with 
extreme caution.  From the breast, 
children are taught about the power, 
presence, and danger of the spirits.  
Their existence is one of constant 
fear and never-ending 
submission (worship) to 
a variety of spirits.  
Great energy is 
expended in 
their pitiful 
attempts to 
satisfy the 
spirits through 
magic and 
sacrifices.  
These 
demonic 
entities 
aggressively 
participate in 
all of the 
affairs of 
village life, 
and the people 
are endlessly 
seeking to 
settle accounts 
with them.

Much of life is an 
attempt to discover 
which spirits are dominating them at 
the moment, and then finding the 
right magic rituals to temporarily 

satisfy them.  The whole emphasis 
is upon gaining power (over spirits) 
in order to live a successful life.  A 
few examples of how animists 
attempt to manipulate spiritual 
powers are: 

1. by seeking secret knowledge 
through mediums;  
2. by approaching their ancestors 
for help through elaborate dances 
and festivals; 
3. by employing the power of 
sorcerers to take care of a 
specific problem.

Spiritual Warfare in Tribal Contexts
It is unfortunate that many people in 
our 21st century humanistic and 

secular oriented society deny 
the existence of anything 

beyond the reach of 
their five natural 

senses.  
Evangelicals are 
often ridiculed 
because they 
believe in a 
literal living 
devil, who has 
demons under 
his control, and 
who is actively 
devising
detailed 
strategies to 
destroy 
Christians and 
keep 
unreached 
peoples in 

bondage. To our 
detriment, the 

post-Enlightenment 
Western worldview in 
which most of us live 

has filtered out much of what the 
Bible reveals about the spirit world.

Ceremonial Mask from the 
Sepik River Region.
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Most amazing is that many 
Christians are also 
incredibly unaware of this 
warfare in the spirit world.  
Since they cannot see 

demons, hear the 
shrieks of the rulers of 
darkness, or physically 
feel the fiery darts of 
wicked spirits, they 

convince themselves 
none of this really exists.  
If one adheres to secular 
worldview assumptions 

that deny spiritual 
realities, then it 
follows the demonic 
dimension will be 
virtually ignored.

This warfare is 
called spiritual 
because it is 
normally unseen.  
It is a conflict 
that takes place 
in an unseen 
realm with 

hostile, wicked, 
and invisible 
forces. Whether 

Westerners believe 
it or not, this 

spiritual war is as 
near to us as the air 

we breathe.

In fact, the entire 
biblical record of God’s 
redemptive activity (or 
salvation history) is set 
in the context of 
warfare between the 
two kingdoms.  The 

story of Elisha and his 
troops in 2 Kings 6:8-17 

is a great illustration of 
the spiritual war that is 

constantly being fought 

“behind the scenes.” Though 
invisible, this encounter in the 
spirit realm is more important 
than the conflicts we see with 
our natural eyes. Therefore, 
whether facing a jungle witch 
doctor or a big city bureaucrat, 
theologians and missiologists 
agree we are up against far 
more than merely a flesh and 
blood foe.

Satan’s Power
There are no rules in this 
warfare. Satan is not limited to 
a single plan of attack, but will 
take every advantage to bring 
people under his control.  
Though defeated at the cross, 
Satan remains an extremely 
powerful foe.  He still “prowls 
around like a roaring lion 
looking for someone to 
devour” (1 Peter 5:8).  He still 
has the ability to destroy 
people, just as a rattlesnake 
with a crushed head can still be 
dangerous.

Spiritual Counter-Attack
Spiritual warfare is what 
happens when believers 
aggressively take the Gospel 
into a situation where Satan 
has a stronghold.  There is an 
inevitable spiritual 
confrontation between God and 
the forces of evil that hold 
people in bondage. God always 
wins.  Through the process of 
spiritual warfare captives are 
set free.

Deliverance is the demolishing 
of Satanic strongholds (2 Cor. 
10:3-4). This is done through 
the proclamation of the Gospel, 
accompanied by a 
“demonstration of the Spirit’s 

power” (1 Cor. 2:3-5). Deliverance 
occurs when God breaks the 
demonic power over a person’s life 
and enables him to establish a 
relationship with Christ.

In Conclusion
There has never been a time of easy 
advance for the kingdom of God. 
We cannot expect to come against 
a powerful enemy and quickly drive 
him out of his heavily fortified 
stronghold where he has been 
entrenched for centuries.  Satan will 
and must give them up.  But, there 
will be a fight, and there will be 
casualties as we come under the 
fires of Satan’s attack.  The 
following word of the Lord is 
imperative in the mission context to 
tribals:  “On this mountain the Lord 
will destroy the shroud that enfolds 
all peoples, the sheet that covers all 
nations; he will swallow up death 
forever.  The Sovereign Lord will 
wipe away the tears from all faces; 
he will remove the disgrace of his 
people from all the earth.  The Lord 
has spoke.”  (Isaiah 25:7-8)

Throughout Scripture, the devil’s 
domination over the nations is 
represented as darkness.  Isaiah 
describes it as a shroud that 
enfolds all peoples, as a sheet that 

covers all nations.  Spiritual 
darkness is not merely a passive 
absence of light, as on a peaceful 
summer’s evening.  Instead, 
spiritual darkness is an aggressive, 
attacking, oppressive stronghold 
that is duty-bound to strangle all 
those within its grasp.

Satan is incredibly powerful.  As a 
frail human being, I sometimes 
marvel at the enemy’s ability to 
keep tribal peoples in the grip of 
fear and unbelief.  “On earth is not 
his equal” is how Martin Luther put 
it.  But I disagree with those who 
perceive the conflict between God 
and the devil as a toss-up, and that 
we are waiting in limbo to see who 
wins the final round.  We must be 
clear about one thing.  It is a truth 
that will come in handy when you 
are slugging it out in the trenches of 
evangelism and missions:  The 
Devil’s every breath is inhaled only 
by the permission of God.  Satan 
cannot exist in the brilliance of 
God’s glory any more than an 
ameba can survive on the surface of 
the sun.  Our God reigns—and He 
reigns right now.  He will reign in 
every tribal people group in all the 
earth!

1.  R. H. Codrington. The Melanesians. 1891, p. 119.
2.  The above three paragraphs are an abbreviated quote from Gailyn Van Rheenen's excellent book, Communicating 

Christ in Animistic Contexts , pp. 208-210.
3.  New converts in the Solomon Islands came to perceive communion as a Christian ritual which gave them power 

(mana), in much the same way as eating the flesh and drinking the blood of their deposed enemies had once done. 
The symbolic significance of communion is not the primary meaning these Melanesians derived from this form of 
worship.  Darrell Whiteman, Point (Series No. 5, 1984), An Introduction to Melanesian Cultures .

4.  David Burnett. Unearthly Powers (Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1988), p. 26-27.
5.  Codrington, ibid.
6.  I have personally witnessed men pulling arrows out of their thighs with hardly a whimper.  The most gruesome thing 

was a young man who accidentally pierced completely through his own foot with a steel axe as he was chopping 
down a tree. He maintained complete composure through what must have been excruciating pain.  He endured this 
without pain killing medications of any kind.

7.  Excerpts of A Creation Myth from the Abaluyia People of Kenya.
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wins.  Through the process of 
spiritual warfare captives are 
set free.

Deliverance is the demolishing 
of Satanic strongholds (2 Cor. 
10:3-4). This is done through 
the proclamation of the Gospel, 
accompanied by a 
Òdemonstration of the SpiritÕs 

powerÓ (1 Cor. 2:3-5). Deliverance 
occurs when God breaks the 
demonic power over a personÕs life 
and enables him to establish a 
relationship with Christ.

In Conclusion
There has never been a time of easy 
advance for the kingdom of God. 
We cannot expect to come against 
a powerful enemy and quickly drive 
him out of his heavily fortiÞed 
stronghold where he has been 
entrenched for centuries.  Satan will 
and must give them up.  But, there 
will be a Þght, and there will be 
casualties as we come under the 
Þres of SatanÕs attack.  The 
following word of the Lord is 
imperative in the mission context to 
tribals:  ÒOn this mountain the Lord 
will destroy the shroud that enfolds 
all peoples, the sheet that covers all 
nations; he will swallow up death 
forever.  The Sovereign Lord will 
wipe away the tears from all faces; 
he will remove the disgrace of his 
people from all the earth.  The Lord 
has spoken.Ó  (Isaiah 25:7-8)

Throughout Scripture, the devilÕs 
domination over the nations is 
represented as darkness.  Isaiah 
describes it as a shroud that 
enfolds all peoples, as a sheet that 

covers all nations.  Spiritual 
darkness is not merely a passive 
absence of light, as on a peaceful 
summerÕs evening.  Instead, 
spiritual darkness is an aggressive, 
attacking, oppressive stronghold 
that is duty-bound to strangle all 
those within its grasp.

Satan is incredibly powerful.  As a 
frail human being, I sometimes 
marvel at the enemyÕs ability to 
keep tribal peoples in the grip of 
fear and unbelief.  ÒOn earth is not 
his equalÓ is how Martin Luther put 
it.  But I disagree with those who 
perceive the conßict between God 
and the devil as a toss-up, and that 
we are waiting in limbo to see who 
wins the Þnal round.  We must be 
clear about one thing.  It is a truth 
that will come in handy when you 
are slugging it out in the trenches of 
evangelism and missions:  The 
DevilÕs every breath is inhaled only 
by the permission of God.  Satan 
cannot exist in the brilliance of 
GodÕs glory any more than an 
ameba can survive on the surface of 
the sun.  Our God reignsÑand He 
reigns right now.  He will reign in 
every tribal people group in all the 
earth!

1.  R. H. Codrington. The Melanesians. 1891, p. 119.
2.  The above three paragraphs are an abbreviated quote from Gailyn Van Rheenen's excellent book, Communicating 

Christ in Animistic Contexts, pp. 208-210.
3.  New converts in the Solomon Islands came to perceive communion as a Christian ritual which gave them power 

(mana), in much the same way as eating the ßesh and drinking the blood of their deposed enemies had once done. 
The symbolic signiÞcance of communion is not the primary meaning these Melanesians derived from this form of 
worship.  Darrell Whiteman, Point (Series No. 5, 1984), An Introduction to Melanesian Cultures.

4.  David Burnett. Unearthly Powers (Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1988), p. 26-27.
5.  Codrington, ibid.
6.  I have personally witnessed men pulling arrows out of their thighs with hardly a whimper.  The most gruesome thing 

was a young man who accidentally pierced completely through his own foot with a steel axe as he was chopping 
down a tree. He maintained complete composure through what must have been excruciating pain.  He endured this 
without pain killing medications of any kind.

7.  Excerpts of A Creation Myth from the Abaluyia People of Kenya.

Wooden Carving from Chambri Island, Papua New Guinea.
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At the age of 20, James Fraser had a very promising future.  Soon to 
become an honors student in engineering, a field of study which at the 
beginning of the 20th century held immense prospects world wide, and 
with the gifting to become a concert pianist, Fraser's career plans seemed 
clear.  However, the words contained in a small booklet given to him by a 
fellow student challenged his life-plan assumptions down to the core.

“A command has been given: ‘Go ye into all the world and preach the 
Gospel to every creature.’  It has not been obeyed.  More than half the 
people in the world have never yet heard the Gospel.  What are we to 
say to this?  Surely it concerns us Christians very seriously.  For we are 
the people who are responsible...”

“If our Master returned today to find millions of people un-evangelized, 
and looked as of course He would look, to us for an explanation, I 
cannot imagine what explanation we should have to give...Of one thing I 
am certain, that most of the excuses we are accustomed to make with 
such good conscience now, we should be wholly ashamed of then.”

Total Surrender

As Fraser read these challenging words from a little booklet with a strange 
title, Do Not Say, he found that the attitude of mind called into question was 
the very one he was taking, albeit subconsciously, by the way he was living 
and planning his life.  What followed was not so much a call to China, but 
a simple, wholehearted submission and dedication of his life to be a true 
disciple of the Lord Jesus Christ.  There were to be no divided allegiances 
but a total giving of himself to the One who gave his all.  Clearly, the 
sacrifice involved was real as Fraser knew he had good prospects, but the 

ambitions he had dreamed about gave way to a much greater ambition of 
living his life unreservedly for God.

Growing up, Fraser had developed his powers of perseverance through a 
variety of ways.  His passion and love of music was clearly seen by his 
ability to play without any scores the best classical music, hour after hour.  
He once walked 44 miles in one day to London and back, and on another 
occasion rode 199 miles on his bicycle without dismounting.  He was 
equally persevering in his studies, excelling in mathematics and passing the 
London University Matriculation, twelfth in all England. Little did he know 
that this strength to persevere was to be sorely tested during the next 30 
years of his life in a remote part of China reaching out to the Lisu people.

After graduation, Fraser wasted no time in applying to the China Inland 
Mission, founded by Hudson Taylor, for training to prepare him for overseas 
missionary service.  In 1908 he set sail for China.

Drawn to the Lisu

Fraser was selected to work in Yunnan province, a neglected rural area in 
southwestern China.  Fraser was in his element as he loved the outdoors 
and mountain climbing.  While immersing himself in the Chinese language 
and culture, Fraser noticed different tribal groups in the Chinese 
marketplace including the Lisu.  These people did not speak Chinese, wore 
their own traditional costumes, and had never heard of the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  It was to these people that Fraser was drawn.

The ensuing years of his life saw many hardships, both physical and 
spiritual.  He established the beginnings of a small church in the city of 
Baoshan and then, traveling on horseback over rugged mountainous terrain, 
he took the gospel to the Lisu and other tribes in villages scattered over the 
Salween Valley.  Living in hard conditions and often on meager food, he 
suffered with bouts of loneliness and depression, passivity, near death and 
discouragement as finally the first Lisu family turned to the Lord, only to 
then turn back to ancestral worship.

For years Fraser had been praying for a spiritual breakthrough among the 
Lisu, especially after he realized that they needed to be set free from 
bondage to demon worship.  But during a period of intense spiritual 
oppression he received a copy of The Overcomer, a magazine he had 
not heard of before.  Through these articles by Jessie Penn-Lewis, Fraser 
realized afresh that Satan was indeed a conquered enemy.  Satan had 
attempted to destroy him as a missionary as he had dared to invade 
territory the enemy had controlled for ages.  However, through Christ’s 
death and resurrection the victory was assured.

"I read it [The Overcomer] over and over...What it showed me was that 
deliverance from the power of the evil one comes through definite 
resistance on the grounds of the cross.  I am an engineer and believe in 
things working.  I want to see them work.  I had found that much of the 
spiritual teaching one hears does not seem to work.  We need different 

By: Stuart Simpson
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After graduation, Fraser wasted no time in applying to the China Inland 
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and culture, Fraser noticed different tribal groups in the Chinese 
marketplace including the Lisu.  These people did not speak Chinese, wore 
their own traditional costumes, and had never heard of the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  It was to these people that Fraser was drawn.

The ensuing years of his life saw many hardships, both physical and 
spiritual.  He established the beginnings of a small church in the city of 
Baoshan and then, traveling on horseback over rugged mountainous terrain, 
he took the gospel to the Lisu and other tribes in villages scattered over the 
Salween Valley.  Living in hard conditions and often on meager food, he 
suffered with bouts of loneliness and depression, passivity, near death and 
discouragement as Þnally the Þrst Lisu family turned to the Lord, only to 
then turn back to ancestral worship.
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bondage to demon worship.  But during a period of intense spiritual 
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truth at different times.  ‘Look to the Lord,’ some will say.  ‘Resist the 
devil’ is also Scripture (James 4:7).  And I found it worked.  That cloud 
of depression dispersed.  I found that I could have victory in the spiritual 
realm whenever I wanted it.  The Lord Himself resisted the devil vocally: 
‘Get thee behind me, Satan!’  I, in humble dependence on Him, did the 
same.  I talked to Satan at that time, using the promises of Scripture as 
weapons.  And they worked.  Right then, the terrible oppression began 
to pass away."

Such revelation did not bring immediate results with seeing a breakthrough 
among the Lisu, whom he saw trapped in bondage to fear and given over 
to alcohol and gambling.  Fraser was learning that only through intimacy 
with God and a life of prayer could the powers of darkness be overcome, 
both within himself and in those to whom he was reaching out.

Prayer of Faith

Fraser learned the importance of the prayer of faith and realized much time 
had been wasted through ineffective praying, believing God would answer 
instead of knowing that he had answered already and therefore receiving 
the answer when the prayer was offered.  With this revelation Fraser asked 
in faith for hundreds of Lisu families to give their lives to Christ.  When the 
transaction was done, he rose with the deep restful conviction that he had 
already received the answer.  Some years later when the Lisu started 
coming to faith, Fraser remarked that some may now say that his prayer had 
finally been answered but that this was incorrect.  He had received the 
answer to his prayer the day he had prayed on January 12, 1915.  As God 
taught him about prayer and faith, he shared these truths with his prayer 
partners in England.

Having others praying for him and his work among the Lisu was a key factor 
to seeing the breakthrough among the Lisu.  Started by Fraser’s mother, 
over time a prayer team developed back in Letchworth, England.  Fraser 
wrote to them,

“I will not labor the point.  You will see from what I am saying that I am 
not asking you just to give ‘help’ in prayer as a sort of sideline, but I am 
trying to roll the main responsibility of this prayer warfare on you.  I want 
you to take the burden of these people upon your shoulders.  I want you 
to wrestle with God for them.”

Six years after arriving in China, the breakthrough occurred.  Within a four 
month period, 600 Lisu representing 129 families had turned away from 
Satan and followed Jesus Christ!  An indigenous church planting movement 
was ignited with Lisu believers leading scores of other Lisu villages and 
families to Christ.

The conversion of the Lisu is one of the greatest stories in mission history.  
Today, there are an estimated 300,000 Lisu Christians in China, with more 
among the Lisu living in Myanmar and Thailand.  Before his untimely death 

at only 52 from cerebral malaria in 1938, Fraser devised a written script for 
the Lisu nationality (recognized by the Chinese government in 1992) and 
was instrumental in translating the Christian New Testament into Lisu.

For some years Fraser oversaw the whole work of the China Inland Mission 
in China’s Yunnan Province. His missionary views were not always received.  
For example, he felt indigenous methods must be adopted, he did not wish 
the Lisu to expect or become dependent on financial support from outside 
sources, and he believed in missionary wives being equal partners in the 
work.  He married late in life, aged 41.

Spiritual Dissatisfaction

Towards the end of his life, Fraser became increasingly dissatisfied with 
what some considered successful ministry and longed for a powerful 
visitation of the glory of God and Holy Spirit revival, both among those 
serving as missionaries and among the Chinese and Lisu Christians.  He 
was impacted through the ministry of missionary-revivalist Jonathan Goforth 
and found some kindred spirits in Andrew Gih and John Sung of the Bethel 
Band in China.  He had also seen great blessing and revival come to the 
churches in west Yunnan through the ministry of Anna Christensen from 
Denmark.  Fraser had seen God work among the Lisu, but a desire to see 
a far greater and deeper demonstration of the power of the Holy Spirit, as 
evidenced in the Book of Acts, led Fraser to shut himself away and spend 
hours in prayer.  Within weeks, this apostle to the Lisu was gone.

Today, Fraser is remembered as one of the most successful Christian 
missionaries in East Asia in modern times.

Article used with permission from OMF International.  The author, Stuart Simpson, played the role of James O. Fraser 
in the documentary entitled Breakthrough: The Story of James O. Fraser and the Lisu People.  More information about 
James O. Fraser and OMF International can be found at www.jofraser.org.

The Chronic Fear of the Spirits:! They (evil spirits) dog his footsteps, dazzle his 
senses, enter into him, harass and deceive and torment him in a thousand freakish 
and mischievous ways.! The mishaps that befall him, the losses he sustains, the pains 
he has to endure, he commonly sets down, if not to the magic of his enemies, to the 
spite or caprice of the spirits.! Their constant presence wearies him, their sleepless 
malignity exasperates him; he longs with an unspeakable longing to be rid of them 
altogether, and from time to time, driven to bay (desperation), his patience utterly 
exhausted, he turns Þercely on his persecutors and makes a desperate effort to chase 
the whole pack of them from the land, to clear the air of their swarming multitudes, 
that he may breath more freely and go on his way unmolested, at least for a time.

James O. Fraser, 1886-1938, Missionary to China
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