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Editorial


Health care is delivered in all parts of the world and in many different settings. In many countries health care is government sponsored and paid for. In some countries it also privately run either on a not-for-profit basis or for profit. Some large companies that run health care systems do so as one aspect of a diverse range of activities, or in other instances, as the sole activity that is undertaken. In many parts of the western world churches, Christian and non-Christian, are involved in health care delivery in hospitals, clinics and dispensaries. delivering medical, nursing and, at times, allied health facilities in urban and rural areas, in refugee camps and in areas of war or conflict.


Nurses, doctors and allied health professionals are trained locally or abroad to cater for an ever-increasing range of complex health care needs and situations. The COVID epidemic has raised new challenges for many places which are already over-stretched. In many parts of the world with longevity increasing there are new needs to be addressed and in other places an ever-increasing number of new-born children born into poverty raises a life time of needs to be addressed.


Over the last thirty years new medical agencies, sometimes linked to Church based aid and medical agencies, staffed by those who work as ‘volunteers’ on reduced salaries than what they would get ‘back home’, have been born to cater for people in diverse new ‘crisis’ situations. They cater for refugees, minorities, those who are the ‘collateral’ damage, those who are the innocent victims of war, and other emerging points of conflict. They care for those hit by artillery, bombs, mines, those who have become the human shields in war. They care for and heal, where possible, in situations surrounded by the stresses of war, disease and death for all the injured who are brought to them and all the victims of war inflicted injuries. Each day brings new casualties to their doors which often are in tents, or in mobile clinics, and bombed out shells that once were sophisticated medical facilities.


There are those who treat and deal with the consequences of war on both sides of any conflict. Both sides, in any conflict, have horrific injuries which need medical care.


At the same time there are companies who provide medical equipment and medical supplies all over the world. Drug companies are ‘for profit’ organisations who make profits in what they supply to the rich and the poor, and to all economies who need the supplies to provide the best care possible and prevent death for whatever reason.


In Europe, Asia, the Americas, Africa, Australia and the wider Pacific, a large number of people are employed to care for others in institutions which have been founded by organisations of the different Churches. Some of these institutions have been existence for hundreds of years. In many places new models of care provision by Church based agencies are emerging.


In many places around the world the Churches are also involved in educating a variety of health care and allied health care professionals in educational institutions.


This volume of essays aims to unpack theologically the issues behind what is undertaken in Christian based health care. Much has been written over the years on Christian ethics and health care. What is being addressed here is different. That is to say, the aim is to step back and to look at issues of what can be described as ‘the God questions’: what is the distinctive Christian character of these services, how do they differ to other health care systems, what is the identity which makes them unique at their deepest roots More than that, it is at another level to go even deeper to investigate the relationship between the Church and the world. For Church based institutions it is goes to ‘God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ. He it is Who defines the nature of the Church and the world in their relationship and difference, since it is He Who is both the Creator Word and the Incarnate Word who reconciles the world to God; fulfils the divine purpose for creation’, as Reformed theologian, Gordon Watson writes in this volume. Or as Catholic theologian Anthony Kelly when writes when referring to ‘Catholic identity’ in Church run institutions: ‘Any talk of Catholic identity is, first of all, part of a much larger conversation; indeed, it contributes to the long conversation that the Church embodies, as it testifies to God’s own Word becoming flesh in order to enter into the unending conversation we call ‘human history’.


So, this volume of essays aims to examine to some theological issues in health care. It starts with former international leader of the Dominican Order, Timothy Radcliffe OP, examining and reflecting theologically on his own experience of being a patient in the National Health Service in the UK for major cancer surgery. He refers to his long hours of surgery, being cared for and recovery as being a time of learning ‘a little more of what it means to live’. ‘Sickness plunges us into the messy confusion of our bodily life, where God embraces us, even if with infinite discretion.’


The second article examines the work of a Director of Mission, Tony Brennan, in a Catholic hospital in Australia. He writes of his day: ‘the role of a mission leader is to be open, to see, hear and act upon what the ever-present loving God is asking of us here and now. Profound formation and transformation is therefore a personal imperative within the role. Mission leaders do not work alone but collaborate in a community of practice which supports everyone in their community to deepen their understanding of what mission means for each and all.’


The third and fourth articles come from the Reformed theological tradition, written by systematic theologian Gordon Watson who taught in Brisbane for many years, and were written for a working party of the Uniting Church in Australia in Queensland in the 1990’s where the Synod had asked a theological working group ‘to report on the issue of the Church’s involvement in the provision of Health Care’. The two articles are a solid investigation of the theological issues from a Reformed perspective.


The final two articles are from a Catholic perspective by well-known Catholic systematic theologian, Anthony Kelly CSsR. One article is on Catholic identity in institutions run by the Church and the other studies a vision of a Christian vision of a hospital. Of a Christian vision for a hospital, he writes: ‘For the health professional there is a special a burden of looking into the face of suffering. Yes, there is hope, there is healing, and at the same time there is defeat, for a hospital is a laboratory of common humanity. We live, we die; and yet, even at that dark limit, Christian hope opens to life redeemed, restored, made whole in God.’


This volume has taken a considerably long time to put together. It is not the final or the only word on the topic. It represents only thoughts by two of the Christian traditions involved in health care in and has only male contributors. It was not possible to get a more comprehensive group of denominational or gender balance despite various attempts over several years. Despite these deficiencies, the hope is that it does raise questions, provoke thoughts, opens new doors of thinking to be pursued and challenges those who work in these institutions to look at a larger horizon, a bigger picture, behind what they do day in and day out as health care professionals so they can also say that ‘theology in health care matters’.


Hilary Dominic Regan
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God in the Desert of Sickness1



Timothy Radcliffe OP


I celebrated Christmas 2022 with extra delight. Not just because I was and am still alive after major surgery but because I have learnt a little more of what it means to live. I hesitated to write about my illness. The sick can be self-centred; eyes glaze over as one recites the litany of one’s pills and symptoms. Virginia Woolf tells the ill not to expect any sympathy. Those who are well need to get on with their own lives. I dare to do so because I hope it sheds a glimmer of light on our belief in our God who became incarnate.


I was admitted to hospital the day after the Assumption for an operation for cancer of the jaw. It took seventeen hours. I was out, bar a minute or two, for thirty hours. Five weeks in hospital were eventually followed by six weeks of radiotherapy. But on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, I felt the first return of a hint of energy. There is still a long haul ahead but the corner has been turned. It is time to try to preach again.


This experience of illness was embraced by two great Marian feasts, which are both about Mary’s body: the beginning of her life in the womb, and her sharing in Christ’s victory over death. In the days after the operation, it was almost impossible to pray. I ran out of steam after the first words of the Our Father. Two prayers sustained me: the daily Eucharist livestreamed from Blackfriars, the gift of Christ’s body, and the ‘Hail Mary’, whose few words embrace the all drama of bodily life, from the conception of her child, then one pregnant woman greeting another, and finally our prayers for help to live this present moment face its end, ‘now and at the hour of our death.’


The trauma of this operation, with the removal of several inches of my jaw and its replacement with bone and tissue from my leg, opened a small window onto the Incarnation, the embodiment of divinity. Is so much religion boring because we have shoved God back into heaven, remote from dangerous intimacy?


Aquinas asserted that, ‘I am not my soul’. If I stub my toe, it has no spiritual meaning, but surely every spiritual experience is bedded in our corporeality. Aquinas again: ‘Nothing is in the mind that is not first in the senses.’ Sickness plunges us into the messy confusion of our bodily life, where God embraces us, even if with infinite discretion.


Illness chipped away at the identity I had created and opened the door to a deeper one that was a gift to be discovered. Soon after I surfaced in the Blenheim Ward of the Churchill hospital in Oxford, UK, a young doctor sat by my bed and asked simple questions, including: ‘Where are you?’ I remembered the place was connected with Blenheim but it did not look like the Palace. I could not answer. I hoped that he would ask me who was the Prime Minister so that I could reply that I was not sure if Boris knew! Instead he asked me who was the monarch, the only question to which I gave the correct answer.
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