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I had never heard of “Reiki” before moving to Malone six and a half years ago. Maybe you haven’t heard
of it, either. But there seems to be a growing interest in Reiki in our community, and a growing number
of people providing it locally. As a result, I am often asked, “What do you think about Reiki, Father Joe?”
“Reiki” is a Japanese word that literally means, “vital spiritual energy.” According to the International
Center for Reiki Training in Southfield, MI, Reiki is a “technique for stress reduction and relaxation that
also promotes healing,” which is “administered by the ‘laying on of hands’ and is based on the idea that an
unseen ‘life force energy’ flows through us and is what causes us to be alive.”1 Developed in 1922 by a
Buddhist monk in Japan, Reiki has become an increasingly popular form of complementary or alternative
medicine. The claim is that a “universal energy” is transferred and manipulated by the hands of a Reiki
practitioner, with therapeutic results.
My first thought on hearing about Reiki (as it ought to be for any faithful Catholic exploring a spiritual
practice from another religious tradition) was, Does the Church have anything to say about this? And the
answer is, Yes, she does! In 2009, the U.S. Catholic Bishops issued a document expressing their deep
concerns about the spiritual/religious implications of the principles that underlie Reiki. The Bishops
concluded that “Reiki therapy is not compatible with either Christian teaching or scientific evidence.”2
Our Bishops are not alone in thinking that it is simply not possible—although it has been frequently
attempted—to equate Reiki’s impersonal “universal energy,” which comes from a nameless “source,”
with the personal God of Christianity, nor to link Reiki’s “light touch” with the laying on of hands
employed in the public ministry of Jesus Christ and his disciples.3 As I heard an experienced exorcist
reiterate during a conference last year, since Reiki claims to call upon and manipulate spiritual “forces”
that cannot be identified as coming from God, it actually violates the First Commandment and even opens
the door to diabolical influence, as do other New Age and occult practices.4 (Despite his best efforts to
convince us otherwise, the devil is quite real and still very much active—an angel of darkness
consistently and cleverly disguising himself as an angel of light.5)
Regardless of its core principles and history, there are many who would argue that Reiki is not—strictly
speaking—“religious,” and therefore should be considered in strictly medical and scientific terms. Yet
even secular hospitals that offer Reiki use explicitly religious language to describe it. Columbia
University Medical Center has stated that “Reiki does not follow a religious belief system,” and yet
claimed that it works by restoring a patient’s energy from the “universal life source.”6 Johns Hopkins
describes this form of “integrative medicine” in explicitly religious/spiritual terms, speaking of Reiki as a
“form of prayer.”7
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Even if I were to grant that Reiki is not “religious,” I have been unable to find any convincing scientific
research that supports it as good medicine. Everyone seems to agree that Reiki is “safe” from a medical
standpoint—meaning that, being completely noninvasive, there is little risk of causing a patient any
physical harm and there are no known side effects.8 But not hurting a patient is a far cry from evidence
that a therapy actually works. The American Cancer Society has said that “available scientific evidence at
this time does not support claims that Reiki can help treat cancer or any other illness.”9 International
medical journals, on reviewing the available studies, note that “the value of Reiki remains unproven.”10
Even a chart of “relevant citations” from the Center for Reiki Research (a document provided to me by a
Reiki Master) only lists two examples of “solid initial evidence”—and one of those concerned the
wellbeing of Reiki practitioners, not patients. For all the talk among Reiki advocates about documented
benefits, I’ve had a really difficult time actually finding any reputable documentation.
The only evidence I consistently find is the trend that Reiki is available in a growing number of hospitals
and that it seems to increase overall patient satisfaction. These, however, are matters of opinion polls
and surveys, not medical research. A Reiki Master affiliated with Hartford Hospital (the facility that
provided most of the data in the charts from the Center for Reiki Research) makes the peculiar
observation that “waiting for the research does not change the fact that patients are seeking healing
options such as Reiki and giving us very positive feedback.”11 It’s disturbing to think that, at least in this
case, public opinion holds more weight than hard facts in decision-making among healthcare providers.
When Reiki became available in some Syracuse hospitals several years ago, a local newspaper took
notice—pro and con. A Reiki Master at the VA clinic there viewed Reiki as “a way to reestablish a
physical connection with patients, something that is vanishing as hospitals become more high tech,” and
thus making the hospital experience “less impersonal.”12 In a 2011 article, the Wall Street Journal cites
studies done at such places as Harvard Medical and Memorial Sloan-Kettering, with researchers
concluding that the evidence is “still slim”; yet the co-author of one of the mentioned studies thinks that
“it is possible that a good rapport between the Reiki therapist and the patients could be the reason for the
positive result.”13 A doctor who regularly writes for the Connecticut Post looks at the available evidence
and is very cautious, but recognizes that Reiki may have a positive emotional/psychological effect on
some patients, and in that sense can be beneficial.14 It’s important to note that all of the positive aspects
that are acknowledged in these articles have nothing specifically to do with Reiki…and everything to do
with a more personal and compassionate approach to patient care. It would be hard to argue against the
enduring value of what was once known as a good “bedside manner.”
“What do you think about Reiki, Father Joe?” Any medical therapy with so little clinical evidence (and so
much of that evidence inconclusive at best) should certainly give us pause. But Reiki is not really a
matter of medicine; it is a matter of spirituality, and one that is directly at odds with core elements of our
Catholic faith. I can only echo the position taken by our Bishops, since my research leads me to the very
same conclusions: I cannot support any involvement with Reiki, and would advise all faithful Catholics to
avoid it for the sake of their souls. Besides, we Catholics should rather count our blessings that the
Church, since that days of the Apostles, has had a Scripturally based,15 sacramental means in which to
experience the Lord’s healing touch. If you’re seriously ill, there’s no need to go looking elsewhere: seek
God’s grace in prayer and ask to receive the Anointing of the Sick.
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