Praying for Healing

Even a casual reading of the Bible shows that sickness is an issue – as a problem to be explained, or as an opportunity for divine intervention. Jesus’ concern to heal so many who were sick in one way or another is inescapable. Take the healing miracles out of the Gospels and they become impoverished documents. In the first Christian sermon, on the day of Pentecost, Peter described Jesus as “a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs” (Acts 2:22) And the healing did not stop then, as both Acts and the Epistles testify.
So prayer for healing is important for the Church.

In one sense it is just one type of intercession. But the distinctive role of healing in Jesus’ ministry raises its significance. In Luke’s Gospel, the public ministry of Jesus opens with his “manifesto” at Nazareth (Lk 4:16-21), reading the passage from Isaiah (61:1f) with its prophesy of the Jubilee year of the Lord’s favour. Clearly that concerned more than physical healing, but the centrality of the latter is evident throughout; in Jesus’ response to the Baptist’s disciples (Lk 7:18-23), where miracles of healing are pointed to as signs that Jesus is the ‘one who was to come’; in the sending out of disciples to preach and heal (Lk 9:1-6, 10:1-12), and in all Jesus’ varied healings. It is evident that the making whole of broken bodies and spirits was an integral part of the proclamation of the Kingdom.

As those entrusted with the continuation of Jesus’ work, the Church is committed both to proclaiming the Gospel, and to ministering healing and wholeness as an expression of the Kingdom. This does not imply disparaging other routes to health; we can whole-heartedly praise God for his provision of medical skills, medicine in all its forms and all that prevents disease. The Church has rightly been actively involved in medical care for centuries, and part of our prayer for healing is prayerful support of those engaged in healthcare and research- and a readiness to be prophetic in speaking against global inequalities in the provision of medical care, and against environmental abuses that cause ill-health.
Praying for others to receive healing

Probably this is the area most of us are familiar with. Our services almost always include intercessions for the sick and troubled. Two questions often arise. Does intercession ‘do’ anything? And if it does, how can we best go about it?

Assuming we do not dismiss the whole concept of intercession, many still have difficulties with it. Some see the benefit primarily on the humanising effect it has on the one praying – thereby side-stepping the difficulties of speaking of an ‘interventionist’ God, There are problems with the latter, how can we maintain that God intervenes in some situation and not others? Why are some prayers ‘answered’, and others not?

When we pray we are doing more than trying to jog God’s memory, or seek his attention. He already knows the situation! Rather, we are expressing our faith, drawing closer to him, and placing ourselves alongside those we pray for, and also – more importantly – with God in his healing purpose. For God is love; and the ministry of Jesus has shown his purpose of restoring his damaged creation and making whole his wounded creatures. So when we pray, we are adding our love to his, and enabling him to find points of entry into our lives – and also the lives of those for whom we pray.
This may be easier to understand if we see that prayer involves openness to the eternal life-in-relationship of the God who is three in one. In prayer we allow ourselves to be drawn into that life; we participate in the divine ‘dance’ (perichoresis) of the Trinity. So we are indeed changed by our prayer. But so too, potentially, are those we stand alongside in loving regard in prayer. Like the friends who carried the paralysed man to Jesus (Mark 2:1-12) we create possibilities for others to be drawn into God’s life and dance. He can act without us, but has shown that he chooses to limit himself and invite us to share in his action, and to act with him. Our loving concern for others is reinforced by his; in a mysterious way it can also be seen as reinforcing his love for them, so that he can act on them in new ways. 

Christian scientists like John Polkinghorne tell us that the ‘classical’ view of the world as a closed and mechanical system (for which the concept of divine intervention does pose problems) is no longer tenable. It is possible to make too much of the insights of quantum theory, but there are, it seems, surprising aspects of unpredictability in the world. Small events can affect events on a far larger scale (the standard image is of a butterfly’s wings contributing to a tempest on the other side of the world.). The world is much more subtle and supple than traditional models supposed. Nor must we limit this influence to physical acts: mental and spiritual acts involve a transfer of information and energy, and can not unrealistically be included as possible influences on external events. It is not ‘unscientific’ to suggest that prayer can be taken seriously as a factor for change.

The corollary of all this is that we must take prayer seriously. It is not something to be enterprised lightly, but call for commitment and hard work. (Eugene Peterson reminds us “There are no little prayers!”) Prayer dares great things, draws us into the presence of the living God – and so achieves great things. Our failure to pray may hinder God’s love; just as our sinfulness and our failure to proclaim the Gospel hinder the advance of the Church and the possibilities for the Kingdom.

The question arises, does God always heal when we pray? Clearly the simple answer is ‘no’, but it is important to reflect on the reasons for this.

In the BCP Order for the Visitation of the Sick, illness is understood in this way:

“your sickness is … God’s visitation. And for what cause soever this sickness is sent unto you; whether it be to try your patience for the example of others, and that your faith may be found in the day of the Lord laudable, glorious, and honourable…or else it be sent unto you to correct and amend in you whatsoever doth offend the eyes of your heavenly Father; know you certainly, that if you truly repent you of your sins, and bear your sickness patiently … it shall turn unto your profit, and help you forward in the right way that leadeth unto everlasting life.”

It is doubtful if many would see it that way now, and it seems to be contradicted by Jesus’ attitude to illness (and the belief expressed in John 9:1f, against those who sought a simplistic link between sin and disability.) We can confidently believe that God’s general will is that all should be saved – and that all should be healed. But in any specific case, there are always two possible ‘answers’ to prayer: ‘Yes’ and ‘Not Yet’ (for in the Kingdom surely all will be healed.)
For some Christians, healing is as much a direct benefit of Christ’s saving death as forgiveness, for on the Cross he was “crushed for our iniquities” and “took up our infirmities” (Isaiah 53). The danger is that failure to receive healing can be identified with a failure to receive salvation, or attributed to lack of faith on the part of the sufferer. Certainly, lack of faith and expectation on the part of the whole Church is a factor, as are worldliness and division within the community. Times of revival and renewal are frequently accompanied by signs and wonders. But there are other factors. One is our ignorance in prayer and a refusal to follow Paul’s advice to allow the Holy Spirit to guide our prayers and aid us in our weakness (Rom 8:26)

In the end, all is mystery. God’s ways are not our ways, and his timing is not ours. What we want and what we need are not necessarily the same. Finally, God is never at our beck and call, but is the sovereign Lord of all. (There is a comment in the Narnia Chronicles that Aslan is not a tame cat!)

Which brings us back to the ‘How?’ “Pray as you can, not as you can’t” is always sound guidance, so there are no rules. But remembering the points made earlier, we are not telling God things he already knows, so a full diagnosis is not called for. In some contexts – a small group meeting for intercessory prayer – some information is helpful, but that must always be dealt with under conditions of strict confidentiality. At the Parish Communion, it would be inappropriate; nor should one give information to the congregation in the context of intercessions.
Rather we are identifying with the person in their need, naming them and asking for God’s blessing and healing touch. In public worship this can only be done briefly, but we can continue to hold their names in our hearts (our ‘intention’) and pray for them in succeeding days. That dispenses with the ‘shopping list’ objection to prayers for the sick – let them be an agenda for further prayer (hence the value of printing names on a pew-sheet, provided permission has been given.)

Can we pray for people we do not know? It can seem difficult, and some guidance may be needed – e.g. ‘M, a child’ or ‘N, seriously ill’ (but without public disclosure of symptoms.) But we need to remind ourselves that all are known to God, and our prayer is a placing ourselves alongside them in their need, and joining concern with God’s. And that is as valid for a stranger as for a friend.
Increasing numbers of churches operate prayer trees or chains, by means of which urgent requests for prayer can be shared widely and quickly, by phone or e-mail. There may be a ‘psychological’ benefit to this; loved ones know that something is being done. But it is impossible to define the effectiveness of prayer, except to affirm the witness of many that prayer makes a real difference. (As William Temple said, the link between prayer and ‘results’ may be a coincidence, but the ‘coincidences’ seem to happen more often when we pray!)
When it comes to private prayer, there are numerous aids. Some try to picture the person for whom they pray (whether they know them or not), and to see them receiving Christ’s healing touch. Others imagine leading them by the hand, or carrying them, to the love of God, or helping them from the darkness of pain or sorrow into his healing light. Imagination can be a helpful tool for some, for example in the context of a mediation on one of Jesus’ healing miracles – placing the person prayed for into the place of the sick person in the narrative.
We are impatient. We live in a culture that expects instant results and turns aside when they do not come. But we need to remember Jesus’ teaching about persistence in prayer, as in his parables of the midnight visitor (Lk 11:5-8) and the persistent widow (Lk 18:1-18). Some names will appear on our prayer lists for weeks. Faithfully continuing to intercede, or the practice of ‘soaking prayer’ often meets with particular blessing. So do times of fasting prayer, which reflect a seriousness of intention.
What can we expect? Great things, surely, for God is great; blessing, certainly, for it is his nature to bless, and he will not send us away empty-handed. In brief –provided we do not limit ‘healing’ to physical cure – we pray for and we expect healing and wholeness, in this life or in the Kingdom to come.

Praying with others for healing
Not long ago, public prayer for healing was not very common. More catholically-minded priests anointed the chronically or seriously ill, and a small number of churches had ‘healing services’. The past thirty years has seen a revolution, and prayer ministry in different forms – from the very informal to the structured and sacramental – is widely available.

The Pastoral Services volume of Common Worship includes a whole section of services, with these words in the Preface:

“Healing, reconciliation and restoration are integral to the good news of Jesus Christ. For this reason prayer for individuals, focused through laying on of hands or anointing with oil, has a proper place within the public prayer of the Church. God’s gracious activity of healing is to be seen both as part of the proclaiming of the good news and as an outworking of the presence of the Spirit in the life of the Church.”
As this suggests, increasingly, ministry is offered in the course of a main service of worship. But there are also occasions when healing can be the particular focus for a service. Of the number of possible matrixes for services of prayer included in Common Worship, some are not very useable as they stand – the greatest value of these is that they put prayer for healing firmly in the mainstream of Anglican practice.
In practice, when prayer ministry is offered in the course of a Sunday Communion service, there are two main options. One is to invite those who wish to receive ministry to come forward to the communion rail (after the intercession, or at the end of the communion) to be prayed with by the minister and others. This will involve the laying-on of hands and brief prayer for healing (again Common Worship provides a form of words). The other is to ask people to go to a side chapel after receiving communion, or at the end of the service; in such cases, the priest will probably not be involved. In neither case is lengthy ministry appropriate, though ministry after the service will allow for more time and prayer.
In essence, of course, there is no difference from praying for and praying for others; but the latter is more sensitive and needs careful reflection, preparation and follow-up. There is a danger of raising expectations to the extent that a failure to experience any apparent healing can lead to disappointment and dejection – particularly if there has been any hint that everything depends on the faith of the recipient (which, of course, it does nor.) Against that is the frequent experience of peace and encouragement at the time of ministry. God moves in many different ways.
It is not uncommon to allow for a longer session of prayer ministry, when those praying can enter into some dialogue with person being prayer for. For example, it can be helpful to know when a situation or illness began, and whether there are other factors (work or relationship stress, for example.) We are people in relationship – with ourselves and others, with our environment and heredity, and with god – and difficulties in any of these areas can affect the balance and harmony of our lives. Healing is much more complex than the mere removal of the physical symptoms of illness.
The valuable disciplines and techniques of Christian Healing (as developed with the Acorn Christian Trust) can be helpful for those who pray with others, to ensure that they listen carefully and non-judgementally to them, and also to remain open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. We listen, as it were, with both ears. Many Christians would take this further and talk of the value of (charismatic) gifts of discernment and knowledge, which can clarify what needs to be prayed for. This is one reason why it is good practice for two people, ideally with different gifts, to pray together at times of ministry; it is helpful for those involved to pray together before and after times of prayer ministry.
There are times when prayer for healing needs to go further and deeper – and caution and additional training for the ministers will here be necessary. For many people ‘our yesterdays weigh heavily on our tomorrows’ and prayers for the healing of memories from childhood may be called for. The guiding principle for ministers is not to engage in pseudo-therapy and to know one’s limitations; but to remember that “Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and forever” (Heb 13:8) and that those who know his love now, may also be enable to receive it for their past.

The assurance of forgiveness is also a potential source of healing and wholeness, and the authorised forms of Reconciliation of a Penitent include the rubric that the absolution may be preceded by the laying-on of hands and anointing with oil of healing.

Which raises the observation that anointing is now practised much more widely, as a powerful expression of God’s will to make whole. Traditionally it is a sacramental act, reserved to a priest, using oil blessed by the Bishop. It is sometimes reserved for particular cases – e.g. at the onset of a serious illness, before an operation, or at times of acute distress. Increasingly, it is being administered more frequently. Some churches allow other oil to be blessed and used by lay-persons.
All healing ministry has a dimension of confrontation with evil, for sickness is a symptom of a fallen world, and is sometimes a direct expression of oppression. On one occasion, we read of Jesus “rebuking” a fever (Lk 4:39) and at other times the healing involved the driving out of unclean spirits of infirmity (cf. Lk 13:10). So those who pray for healing must be open to the possibility of praying for deliverance from evil, and for ‘praying against’ the illness. But here it is important to recognise that there are a small number of cases when demonic oppression may be involved – and action there must only be undertaken by those who know that what they are doing!
A final point in this section is that is it not uncommon at times of prayer ministry for people to come for prayer, not for themselves but for a friend or family member. In such situations we are really engage in intercession rather than direct ministry, but with the important addition of the presence of a bridge person, who can in some way act as a ‘proxy’. That perhaps illustrates the point made in the last section that all intercession has a vicarious aspect; we stand before God for the person in need.
We saw earlier that healing was a central and normal part of Jesus’ ministry; it remains an integral part of the mission of the Church, and should be central and normal in the life of our local churches. That was evidently the case in the early church, as the comment of James makes clear: “Is any one of you sick? They should call the elders of the church to pray over them and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise them up.” (James 5:14f.)

Praying for ourselves to be whole

Probably this is the aspect that is least likely to come to mind. But if prayer is as serious and vital a matter as it seems, then our prayer can and should change us. If we are not becoming in some ways more whole as a result of our life of prayer, then we are missing something important.
That is not to deny that we may often – like Paul – have to live with our thorns in the flesh. Health and prosperity are not inevitable blessing for faithful Christians, and our vocation may be to share in Christ’s sufferings in one way of another. But wholeness is more than the absence of physical symptoms of dis-ease. Growth in holiness has its corollaries for emotional and spiritual health of the whole person.

Expectation is an important attitude, and to pray for greater health and wholeness for ourselves seems entirely appropriate. If we can ask for blessings for others, we may also ask them for ourselves; for we are commanded to love others, as we have ourselves been loved and to forgive because our sins have been taken away. So, for example, at times of Bible study, an appropriate response to certain passages (e.g. Gospel accounts of Jesus’ healing someone, and certain exhortations in the Epistles) will be to ask ourselves where the Lord is wanting to act in our lives for our greater health and wholeness, or looking to us to respond in some way, so we can be more available for his service.
We may not be clear about Paul’s allusion (in Cor 11:29-31) to the physical danger (weakness, sickness and even death) that comes from lack of discernment and carelessness regarding the sacraments. But it is clearly implying the inter-relatedness of all that we are and do. Spiritual sickness has its physical counterpart. So, for example, the practice of the daily examen with its review of our attitudes and responses can be a tool to wholeness, in highlighting unhealthy practices, physical and emotional. In seeking forgiveness of our failure, we open ourselves to a crucial source of health and wholeness.

But there can be a curious spiritual blindness, which makes us forget to pray for health of ourselves, or to turn automatically to medical resources without also asking for God’s blessing. Some advocate times of waiting on God in times of sickness, allowing ourselves to be filled with his healing power and love. And it is good for Christians to learn to ‘say grace’ before taking medicine, as a reminder that all good things come from God (and to pray for protection against adverse side-effects.)
“I am the Lord, who heals you” (Exodus 15:26). God is good. May our lives – and our prayer – show the reality of our belief in that Good News.
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