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  A Note About Reading This Book




  It’s quite something to write a book about doing supernatural things. It’s a little out there. I’m acutely aware of this.




  In fact, it’s often seemed to me that supernatural ministry is the most countercultural thing there is. It’s not just unusual by social standards; it actually runs counter to the entire natural world as we typically experience it. This means that anyone who gets involved with supernatural ministry is probably going to end up with an unusual personal story line. And that, I’m here to tell you, is definitely part of the challenge.




  So, while this book is largely meant to be instructional, I’ve also tried to make it personal in hopes of encouraging the personal journeys of those who read it. One of the ways I’ve tried to make it personal has shaped the book’s organization.




  You’ll notice that the chapters come in an alternating sequence. Before each instructional chapter, I’ve inserted a mini-chapter containing nothing more than a story from my own life. In each instance, the story will relate in some way to the subject of the subsequent chapter. I did it this way so I could share personal stories without having to complicate the instructional chapters with a lot of lengthy anecdotes. I do include very brief stories in the instructional chapters, but they’re simply used to illustrate points, whereas the longer stories are more about characterizing different supernatural ministries. I want to explain supernatural ministries, but I also want to try to give you a little feel for them, and, more particularly, to give you a feel for what it’s like to grow with them.




  It’s hard to pursue supernatural ministry without it changing you, and you can’t engage it without encountering loads of new challenges and questions as you go. Ideally—to introduce what will be a theme—supernatural ministry will do a lot to make you a supernatural person, which is a heck of a thing. I share stories and lessons that reflect ways in which this process has developed for me and those around me. It’s my fondest hope that you, as an honest traveler, will acquire a lot of good stories of your own.




  Because my short storytelling chapters lead into the instructional ones, and because successive instructional chapters build on preceding content, it’s pretty important that you read the chapters in the order in which they’re presented.




  All the stories I share in this book are true, but I have occasionally changed names or inconsequential details in order to protect people’s privacy or security.




  What Miracles Are Like
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  There were about sixty-five of us wedged into a sweltering house church in a withered, bomb-blast of a neighborhood in Santiago de Cuba. “This is a place no American ever sees,” my Cuban friend assured me. It was a barrio of deeply cratered streets, rusted hulks of cars, crumbling cement houses, starving dogs and knots of staring, shirtless men with bottles of liquor. For political reasons, foreigners aren’t usually allowed to preach in communist Cuba, so to keep the informants at bay, I just shared a semiformal greeting with the church and closed by prayerfully asking the Holy Spirit to do something powerful for the congregation. Then it got kind of interesting.




  Moved by the Spirit, one of the pastors of the church stood up to prophesy with her baby boy nursing at her breast. She spoke boldly of the purposes of God for her city. She spoke stirringly of the purposes of God for her church. And as her prophecy rose to poetic passion, her kid peed triumphantly all over the floor. She grabbed a mop in the corner to sop the mess and completed her prophecy with the mop held aloft in one arm, the suckling boy in the other, like a lactating Lady Liberty. The crowd broke into praise.




  My team of three young Americans took the cue and began ministering to the sick, laying hands on their shoulders, eyes, ears and stomachs. We began to see healings. A man’s fever disappeared. A woman with painful arthritis in her knees could suddenly walk without her cane. Another sick woman in the line was overcome by supernatural power during the prayer and, as happens a lot, fell unconscious, but my inexperienced teammate had never seen anything like that and assumed he’d somehow hurt her: “Oh God! Lady, lady, you’re okay! Wake up, please! Señoooooraaaaa!”




  On my other side, the two young women on our team watched another lady faint under the power of the Spirit, and as they prayed for her, a curious little mound rose from under the skin on her flat belly. When they touched the bump, it observably moved around to different parts of her abdomen. This unsettled them.




  “Jordan,” one of them whispered to me urgently, “do you think it’s a demon?”




  I sensed an opportunity for sarcasm. “Tell me, do you have any other theories for the freakish moving lump?”




  They didn’t.




  “Then maybe you want to try casting it out.”




  They hurriedly discussed the idea and tried it. The bump disappeared and the lady woke up.




  For my part, I rebuked the spirit of addiction in a suffering young man standing in front of me, and the fine fellow proceeded to vomit on the one pair of shoes I’d brought with me on the trip. Then, after a few moments, he opened his eyes wide, grinned brilliantly and praised God, having immediately sensed the profound change of deliverance. I patted his back and slipped out of my sneakers.




  People in the street heard the general ruckus, and one suspicious passerby bravely shoved his way inside to look around. Three of the worshipers immediately surrounded the young tough, grabbed his shoulders and began praying. The guy simply burst into sobs and, without discussion, asked God into his life.




  We continued like that for a long while, sweating like wrestlers, and eventually I leaned against a wall to take it all in: bodies on the floor in spatters of urine and vomit, drunks jeering through the windows, demons manifesting eerily, babies whining for the breast, a woman’s crippling pain disappearing, fevers breaking, hearts changing—the weeping, the singing, the stretched faces of poverty and the shocking messiness of God’s presence with humans. And somewhere in the mix of the grit and glory, the wonder and the wretchedness, I managed to have one crystal thought: This is what miracles are like.




  Introduction




  Supernatural People
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  It would be hard for me to say what the best part of supernatural ministry is, but I’ll tell you what I think the most beautiful part is. It’s the messiness.




  In heaven, miracles would seem totally natural. Only on earth does it make sense to talk about things being supernatural. It’s precisely because supernatural things are coated in earthly grit that they seem other-than-natural to us. By definition, they’re out of place. They’re like heaven in a brown paper bag. They’re messy.




  As a result, supernatural phenomena on earth might not even seem heavenly at first. We see this in the Gospels. Religious critics who saw Jesus’ miracles up close frequently complained that they were dark and unlawful. They just didn’t seem transcendent enough. And I can see how that might have been—what with the disorderliness of the crowds, the screaming of the exorcised demons, the healings that violated sabbath customs, and the strain that must have shown on Jesus’ face as, we’re told, he sometimes lacked the time to eat or experienced such exhaustion that he could sleep in a tiny boat pitching violently on a raging sea. Jesus did things that were unmistakably powerful, but they often seemed as odd as they did impressive, and this stayed true until the end. He healed multitudes, but lived as a beggar and died as a criminal. He was miraculous, but also gritty. He was, in a word, supernatural.




  I think this messiness was by design. The character of God isn’t really shown by his power; it’s shown by the combination of his power and his vulnerability. Yes, he’s all-powerful, but he suffers with you. Yes, he’s Lord, but he won’t lord it over you. If he were merely wondrous, he’d be unreachable, but he’s also lowly, so you can trust him. The revelation is in the messy mix.




  It seems to me that those of us who follow Jesus should try to be supernatural in the same rich way that he was. This means, on the one hand, that we should walk in God’s miracle-working power as Jesus did. Jesus said, “These signs shall accompany believers: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes and drink deadly poison without being hurt; they will place their hands on sick people and make them well” (Mark 16:17-18). He told us to pray that God’s “kingdom come . . . on earth as it is in heaven,” and where heaven reigns, one expects to see signs of heaven’s power. “If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,” Jesus said, “then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matthew 12:28, my translation). The apostle Paul agreed that “the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power” (1 Corinthians 4:20). “My message and preaching were not with wise and persuasive words,” he said, “but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power” (1 Corinthians 2:4-5).




  On the other hand, it means that as we move in supernatural power, we should also embrace a supernatural life—an other-than-natural, strange-looking life, marked by all of humanity’s vulnerability and grit. To walk in Jesus’ power, we should live in his lowly lifestyle. God’s healers should place themselves among the needy, his deliverers among the desperate, his prophets among those in dark places, and they should share the burden of the suffering they find. If we want miracles, we should live the sort of life in which they’re needed.




  The supernatural ministries we’re going to talk about in this book—ministries like healing, deliverance and prophecy—aren’t just meant to show God’s might; they’re meant to show God’s nature, which, again, is a mix of both power and humility. If your image of supernatural ministry is one of above-it-all transcendence, or if it’s heavily characterized by preening miracle workers on a spot-lit stage, then perhaps you’ve been misled.




  Jesus warned, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, didn’t we prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you’” (Matthew 7:22). We need to remember that the real goal of any miracle is to deepen love with God. I think this is one reason God’s kingdom is set up in such a way that we can’t work effectively in supernatural power without sacrificing as we do it—because sacrifice is the truest expression of love.




  So, before getting to the ministry-specific, how-to chapters of this book, I thought I’d discuss some ways in which supernatural ministry helps us to become supernatural people—wonderfully messy people with a healthy disregard for normal living. In particular, we’ll talk about how supernatural ministry helps radicalize our outlook on life, and how it makes us disruptive in a good way that creates opportunities to reach people across boundaries. We’ll also explore how it makes us highly vulnerable to painful situations, which is uncomfortable but transformative. Finally, we’ll look at how supernatural ministry requires, and encourages, the faith to discover new things. Every supernatural minister is a pioneer of sorts.




  Normal Weirdness




  Supernatural ministry is weird by definition. The practice of healing, deliverance or prophecy can certainly feel weird as we do it. But I think the biggest problem among believers is not that we think supernatural ministries are too weird; it’s that we try to make God seem normal.




  Think about it. We believe in an invisible being with no beginning who spoke the universe into existence; who lives outside space and time with fantastic angelic creatures; who is everywhere and knows everything and can do anything; who sent his God-man Son into our world, brought him back to life after he was thoroughly killed, and then returned him to heaven; and who resurrects us so we can live forever. Once you swallow all that overwhelmingly supernatural stuff, it’s only the tiniest step to accept supernatural healings and demonic deliverances—one drop in a whole bucket of weird.




  No one who believes in God is entitled to reject supernatural ministries simply because they seem strange. But there’s something in all of us that isn’t comfortable being weird. We crave a respectable God-experience. So, we’re apt to manage our emphases.




  We emphasize Bible study instead of experiencing and doing the stuff in the Bible stories.




  We focus on our church experience instead of our kingdom mission, and on our careers instead of our calling.




  We’re comfortable talking about Christian ethics, but hesitant about the idea of real interactions with a present God.




  One nice thing about supernatural ministries is that they can help us stop pretending we’re normal. There’s little chance of us feeling normal when we’re trying to cast a demon out of someone or trying to talk our way into the ICU to lay healing hands on a car crash victim. Such experiences remind us that we’re weird, and this can be really helpful for spiritual living.




  Anyone who is strange enough to cast out demons is going to have an easier time thinking about finances, relationships and life goals in ways that are “not of the world” (John 17:16). If you’re unusual enough to try to heal people supernaturally, then you’ll probably have less trouble being supernaturally generous with the poor or with disrupting your life to reach the unreached. If you accept that you can do even the supernatural things that Jesus and his followers did in the Gospel stories, then you’ve pulled a linchpin: If you can do Jesus’ miracles, then you can live Jesus’ lifestyle across the board. In this way, supernatural ministry reinforces kingdom living. The supernatural begets the radical.




  I started thinking about this after noticing how Jesus himself used supernatural ministry to radicalize his followers. For example, the first time Jesus sent out his disciples without him, he gave them authority and instructions to “heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons” (Matthew 10:8). He also forbade them to take along food, money or extra clothes for their journeys (Matthew 10:9-10). In other words, he forced them to rely entirely on supernatural power.




  Presumably, the residents of the villages they visited would provide for their needs because the disciples would be performing life-changing miracles in their midst. But if the disciples failed to work the miracles they’d been ordered to try, they would go hungry. The villagers would have found them absurd. Jesus’ disciples either pulled off miracles or they suffered immediate and grave personal consequences. The advantage of this exercise was that when the disciples got used to relying on supernatural power—to doing the otherworldly and impossible—it became much more difficult to intimidate them. Neither sickness nor demons nor social awkwardness nor material need had much hold. It was a supernatural boot camp, and we all probably need something like it.




  Believers should be attracted to impossible situations like frat boys to beer. We should be drawn to every warzone, disaster area, cancer ward, violent ghetto, impoverished people or unreached group. Wherever the world has no solution, the believers should rush in. Why? Because God makes all things possible. But being unafraid takes practice. Sometimes a situation is so bad that it seems like it will take a miracle to do any good, but this won’t seem like such a big deal if you’re actually used to supernatural things. We won’t ever get all the miracles we want, but even the potential of supernatural breakthrough makes us a lot harder to frighten.




  My friendship with Heidi, a young mother in our church, started when I prophesied some things to her about God raising her up to be a leader. Over the years we served together on our church’s healing team and witnessed the supernatural cure of cancer patients, severe depressives and one particularly precious boy who couldn’t walk. Heidi is soft spoken and dresses conservatively, but during our forty-day fast for healing power over cancer, she shaved off her thick brown hair and went bald-headed in solidarity with the chemotherapy patients she prayed for.




  A few years ago, Heidi came to tell me that she felt she’d received a supernatural vision from God instructing her to provide for the starving orphans of Swaziland, an AIDS-stricken African country she had just visited. We talked about how anyone, let alone a shy mother with no significant resources, could provide for thousands of orphans in a desperately poor country. In the end, I shrugged and said, “Well, I guess you’ll need a miracle.” She just chuckled and nodded. Today, Heidi’s organization has developments in three Swaziland locations, and her teams in Africa have seen supernatural healings of several severe diseases.




  “Something funny happened to me when I shaved my head,” she says. “Whatever it was, I think it led to this whole Swaziland thing.” The pursuit of supernatural power had made her wonderfully weird.




  Many believers have accomplished wonderful work for God without practicing ministries such as healing, deliverance or prophecy. But if you’re looking for a way to multiply fearless choices or to disciple a whole community of believers in radical faith, I think you’d do well to take a page from Jesus’ playbook and encourage supernatural ministries. It might seem weird, but there’s a kind of weirdness that should be normal for believers.




  Disruption




  Even if you’re comfortable being weird, there’s always a chance that your supernatural activities will make other people uncomfortable with you. By definition, supernatural things are status-quo shakers. They shock and disrupt. This can be challenging in some settings, but an immense blessing in others. So you’ll need to became good at applying the disruptions well.




  When I was in my early twenties and exploring different church ministries, a successful area pastor wanted to impress upon me the danger of rejection and controversy. He sat me down and warned me gravely, “That Holy Spirit stuff just freaks people out! It can confuse people. You’re better off without it.”




  But, I remember thinking, can a ministering believer ever really escape rejection and controversy? It’s wise to be sensitive about how supernatural healings, deliverances or prophecies can shock people, but we have to be sensitive about all forms of ministry, don’t we? Some people get offended when they hear preaching, but we don’t question whether we should preach; we just think about when and how to do it. I think supernatural ministries should work the same way.




  In the Gospels we see that Jesus sometimes preached, sometimes healed and often did both. In Acts, we see that Paul simply preached and debated in Athens, but employed “extraordinary miracles” in Ephesus. He coached the Corinthians to practice supernatural ministries “intelligibly,” with special attention given to “the unbeliever or those who do not understand,” so that even the uninitiated would ultimately “fall down and worship God, exclaiming, ‘God is really among you!’” (1 Corinthians 14:25).




  The point is to have the right ministry tool for every situation and to apply it well. The special advantage of supernatural ministries is that they create opportunities in situations where “normal” methods don’t seem to be working.




  My church’s healing services often attract people who would never come to hear a sermon. They come when they’re sick, though, because they’ve heard some unusual stories of healing. In fact, sometimes miracles can be a kind of sermon. As when Jesus told his critics, “I have authority to forgive sins,” and then told the paralytic lying there, “Get up, take your mat and go home” (Mark 2:1-12), a healing can send a very effective message. So too, our healing ministry often provides messages of God’s grace to people before we even say a word about it.




  In a similar way, supernatural experiences sometimes become fodder for provocative and unconventional testimonies. I think of my friend Greg who, after a supernaturally dramatic entrance into the kingdom, shared disarmingly at his baptism in front of all the friends he invited, “All I can say is, Jesus changes things. Like, if you’ve never been delivered from a demon, I highly recommend it!”




  One of the great advantages of supernatural ministries is the way they can help us disrupt cultural barriers. If a person in another country hears me give an accurate prophecy about him, it’s especially evocative, because cultural or linguistic divides normally would preclude my knowing anything about him. Similarly, a few years ago in Bangladesh, several American women on our team suddenly and supernaturally found themselves able to pray fluently (albeit temporarily) in the local Bangla language. It was a shocking—and very encouraging—sign to the locals.




  In some of the foreign places I travel, witch doctors control villages by performing various supernatural feats. In these places, if I can’t show God’s power over sicknesses or demons, I’m not considered worth listening to. So, it’s typical for our teams to begin by asking the village chief for permission to pray for sick people. After a healing or two, we ask to share a message. In these cases, supernatural ministry is a matter of establishing credentials.




  In other situations, supernatural ministries just accomplish much more much faster than natural means could. Several years ago, in a small Cuban pueblo with no church, our team prayed for a woman dying of liver disease. She was the matriarch of the only Christian family in town, and she had been sent home from the hospital with no hope. Her skin was jaundiced, and the whites of her eyes had turned a bright, sickly yellow. She bowed her head as we laid hands on her, and when she lifted her face, we immediately noticed that her eyes were no longer yellow. A worker coming in from the fields happened to pass at that moment and, seeing the event, asked questions. Within minutes he was praying to ask God to enter his life. On a subsequent trip a year later, we confirmed that the woman had been permanently healed, that news of it had spread throughout the area and that a growing body of believers was meeting in the woman’s home.




  Sometimes, even if seekers fail to receive a miracle, they still find God in the attempt. Five years ago, an elderly Buddhist woman who had never been inside a church came to one of our healing services in hopes of a cure for her total blindness. When I laid hands on her eyes, we got an encouraging sign: she said she seemed to see lights. Nevertheless, after some time, she showed no progress, and I had to send her home with a promise to try again later. The next week she came back to our worship service, handed me a box of cookies she had baked, and told me the story of what happened after the healing service.




  As she prepared for bed that night, she said, she felt a presence in her room, and when she turned toward it, she suddenly could see perfectly. She saw a man standing there. “I knew it was Jesus,” she told me, “even though I had never seen him before.” She said, “We talked for hours, all night long, about this and that.” Eventually Jesus said it was time for him to go. “When he walked out the door, I suddenly couldn’t see any more.”




  The woman expressed no disappointment about being cured only temporarily. “I just wanted to come back this week and tell you that I believe now,” she assured me, patting my hand. “I know Jesus, and I’m not scared anymore.” The cookies were chocolate chip; she brought me several batches over the months, until she passed away.




  A tribal woman is healed of tumors in the mountains of Thailand. A crippled three-year-old walks in Sri Lanka. An African villager is healed of lung disease. An apparently insane villager in northern Bangladesh recovers his mind after young missionaries lay hands on him. A crippled neuropathy sufferer dances in Honolulu. In all these instances, supernatural ministry made a way for us when natural pathways seemed closed. Jesus said, “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). If we’re to spread God’s love all over the world, in every kind of situation, then we have to be disruptive. Supernatural ministry expands the options available to us.




  Vulnerability




  For me the most transformative part of working with supernatural ministries probably has had less to do with their strangeness and more to do with their emotional weight. Any seasoned Jesus follower will tell you how important it is to be in touch with your own weakness and to have seasons in which you’re compelled to cry out desperately for God. Such experiences stretch our faith and mature our hearts. They’re also awfully uncomfortable; we mostly try to avoid them. But supernatural ministry makes them hard to avoid.




  Once you start pursuing supernatural ministries, you’ll be exposed to more heartbreaking situations than you might otherwise see. If you’re successful at your ministry, desperate people will begin searching you out. They’ll show up at your church or call you to deathbeds. You’ll spend more time in hospitals and drug treatment centers.




  To complicate matters, supernatural ministries break down some of the emotional barriers we use to protect ourselves from other people’s pain. Physicians care for many suffering people, but they reach a point at which they can say with confidence, “I’ve done all I can.” Supernatural ministers, however, don’t have a clear stopping point. Theoretically, nothing is impossible for us with God, and so there’s no situation from which we’re automatically excused. A supernatural life has few fences for shelter.




  If you believe God enables you to perform supernatural feats, you’ll sometimes feel terrible when you fail. At our church’s healing services, roughly half of those who come for ministry receive at least partial physical healing during the service. Many experience progressive healing afterward, and about 15 percent receive total and immediate healing during the service itself. We register about a 10 percent success rate even with ostensibly incurable diseases. We seem to have an almost perfect success rate with some diseases, and our breakthrough rate for deliverance ministry is also quite high. We’re in no way approaching Jesus’ level of power and effectiveness, but I guess you could say there’s cause for encouragement. Yet when we fail to heal a beautiful little girl with leukemia or a young mom with brain tumors, we feel the bite, and almost always wonder if we should have done better.




  “Why couldn’t we cast the spirit out?” the disciples asked Jesus after failing to help a very sick little boy. Jesus answered, “Because you have so little faith,” and added, “This kind only comes out through prayer and fasting” (Mark 9:14-29, my translation). In other words, Jesus suggests that the disciples could have done the miracle but failed due to their poor preparation. That’s very unnerving! It means we might actually share responsibility for the crushing disappointments that sometimes accompany miraculous ministry. And that means we have to get used to resting truly in God’s mercy and grace, which takes far more maturity than just pretending there’s nothing we could have done in the first place.




  Supernatural ministries might also complicate some of your relationships. Sometimes hurting people actually will get angry at you if you don’t deliver a miracle. And if your fellowship becomes known for supernatural ministries, more desperate people will show up, which could create social pressures. Your church partners might have to get comfortable worshiping next to advanced AIDS sufferers wheezing into oxygen tanks or delusional schizophrenics undressing in the corner during Bible study (oh, the stories I could tell). If you heal a homeless man of mental illness or addiction, you’ll still have to deal with his homelessness. If you cast evil spirits out of people, you might still have to contend with the problem behaviors that led to their trouble. You have to think about how to make your church accessible to struggling people, and some of your churchmates might chafe at the changes.




  Most fundamentally, supernatural ministry might complicate your relationship with God. If we believe God empowers miracles, then we’ll have occasion to wonder why he doesn’t just sovereignly come through for us when we’re not getting the particular miracle we really want. It opens us to disappointment and to subsequent doubts about God’s compassion. I have what I think is a pretty clear theological understanding about why God tends to not just drop miracles from the sky (we’ll discuss it later). But though I can explain away my disappointments, I frequently don’t have the strength of heart to weather them well. Sometimes I cry out to God for help, but sometimes I just scream. Often I do both.




  Even if we navigate all these challenges, there’s still one more blow: we’ll find that even very successful supernatural ministry doesn’t solve everything. The Lord might empower me to heal someone of cancer today, but that person will die of something eventually. I might cast a demon out of someone, but, as Jesus once pointed out, if the person doesn’t eliminate his sinful vulnerabilities, demons can infest again. I might even visit some deprived village and raise a child from the dead, but that wouldn’t solve the village’s deadly poverty. Even when miracles should change a soul, they don’t always: Jesus healed ten lepers on the road, but only one came back to acknowledge him. Miracles are awesome, but people are fickle. It’s common to underestimate the value of supernatural ministries, but it’s also possible to want them to accomplish too much.




  I’ve got a couple good reasons for being frank about all these challenges. One, it’s good to be prepared for them. Two, I think it’s good to appreciate their worth. There are all sorts of Christian ministries that should expose us to hurting people and painful situations, but supernatural ministry has a unique way of driving us toward weakness, of ensuring we feel vulnerable. You can preach excellent weekly sermons at a church or administer some charity and still manage to hang around only happy, convenient people. But to have an excellent healing or deliverance ministry, you’ll have to deal deeply and directly with the suffering, and you’ll feel the weight of it. It’s hard to carry that weight without the benefit of an intense fellowship with Jesus. That’s the good part. If you’re consistently embracing desperate people, and if you’re pushing through related disappointments, then you’ll have to confront your own selfishness, and you’ll have to pursue the Lord passionately or your ministry will simply die out. It comes with the terrain.




  Renewal




  One final thing that supernatural ministry may require of you is what you might call the faith to discover—or to rediscover, as the case may be.




  I’m often asked this sort of question: if supernatural ministries are so useful and have been as prevalent as many claim, then why don’t all churches and traditions use them today? It’s a good question that actually reflects a profound historical reality. The truth is, while supernatural ministries have been both common and enormously fruitful in church history, they’ve never been what you could call steady. Over the centuries we see great renewals of supernatural ministry followed by long droughts of disuse. It’s up and down, here then there, a consistent inconsistency. You can focus on regional revivals and conclude that supernatural ministries have been constant, but you could just as well focus on down times and conclude that supernatural ministries ended with the first apostles. Really, it’s the variation that needs explaining. Why do supernatural ministries surge so often only to dwindle so frequently?




  Since supernatural ministries have never been entirely absent, it’s hard to argue that God decided to stop empowering them, so the cause for variation must lie with us. My theory is this: groups of believers frequently figure out how to do supernatural ministry, but they have a hard time figuring out how to live with the ministry. Revivals come with great exhilaration and fruitfulness; downturns come when people tire of the level of weirdness, vulnerability and sacrifice that supernatural ministry demands.




  One result of this variation is that very few believers have had the benefit of what you could really call a tradition in supernatural ministries, so each new generation has to do the work of rediscovering the ministries for themselves.




  It’s always been this way. For example, the use of supernatural ministry by first-century believers is well-chronicled in Scripture and elsewhere, but by the late second century the church father Irenaeus in his Against Heresies actually had to reassure his readers that supernatural works were still practiced fruitfully in his jurisdiction. “For some do certainly and truly drive out devils,” he wrote. “Others have foreknowledge of things to come: they see visions, and utter prophetic expressions. Others still, heal the sick by laying their hands upon them, and they are made whole. Yea, moreover, as I have said, the dead even have been raised up, and remained among us for many years.”[1]




  In the next century the seminal theologian Origen wrote from Alexandria of “traces of that Holy Spirit” among Christians who “expel evil spirits and perform many cures, and foresee certain events,” but it was only “traces.”[2] A century later, in the same city, Bishop Athanasius extensively documented the miracles of his Egyptian contemporary, Anthony of the Desert, but his whole project was based on the notion that only exceptional monks were doing such ministry.[3]




  The great Augustine of Hippo totally dismissed the possibility of supernatural ministries initially, but then he encountered them during a fifth-century revival in his native North Africa. In the last section of The City of God he offers gushing accounts of healings, concluding “even now miracles are wrought in the name of Christ.”[4] He reportedly collected accounts of recent miracles for pastors to read aloud in the churches he supervised in order to rekindle the ministries.




  We have rather detailed accounts of the use of supernatural ministries by Patrick, Columba and other monk evangelists of the western European outreach.[5] In a wonderfully personal letter to Augustine of Canterbury in A.D. 601, Gregory, bishop of Rome, acknowledged the use of miracles to attract English natives to Christ, and even offered advice for handling the pressures of being a supernatural minister.[6] But by the later middle centuries, as central church leaders focused on governance rather than outreach, supernatural ministries seem to have survived only on the fringes.




  Early Reformation leaders strenuously dismissed miracle stories as a ploy by Catholics to legitimate their dominance, but it didn’t take long for Protestant pioneers to rediscover the usefulness of supernatural tools. Scottish Reformers John Knox, Alexander Peden and George Wishart had highly regarded prophetic ministries in their day. (Wishart even predicted his own murder.) John Welsh, a leading Reformer at the turn of the seventeenth century, was recognized as a man of “prophetic utterance” and was credited with raising a man from the dead.[7] Seventeenth-century biographers of reform clergyman Robert Bruce systematically collected eyewitness accounts of the many healings, deliverances and other supernatural manifestations linked with his evangelistic meetings.[8]




  And yet less than a century later, the great British revivalist John Wesley was shocked to find “that signs and wonders are even now wrought by his holy child Jesus.”[9] His revered journals are spiced with accounts of deliverances and healings, and also of the opposition he experienced from “formal, orthodox men [who] began even then to ridicule whatever gifts they had not themselves and to decry them all as either madness or imposture.”[10] Wesley’s New England contemporary, Jonathan Edwards, often called the dean of American theology, wrote some of his most ardent essays to fend off Christian critics who didn’t trust the supernatural manifestations that characterized his revival ministry.[11] Even his wife was called to defend what she called her “joyful views of divine things.”[12]




  Francis Asbury, the first American Methodist bishop, was so passionate about supernatural ministry that he used to command his preaching protégés to “Feel for power, feel for power!” Two Methodists and a Presbyterian touched off the Cane Ridge Revival on the American frontier in the early 1800s—a movement that popularized the phrase “slain in the Spirit.” But today few Methodists or Presbyterians are aware of this movement, and neither of those denominations is known for practicing supernatural ministry.




  Supernatural ministries played a big role in the establishment of the early church, the birth of monasticism, the expansion of the faith to Western Europe, the spread of the Reformation, the great revivals of the Atlantic and American frontier evangelism. And yet in each instance, practitioners had to discover it anew for themselves.




  So, what does this pattern of atrophy and rediscovery mean for you?




  Well, it means that while you may or may not have had some supernatural experiences with the Lord, you probably haven’t benefited from a lot of examples of living with supernatural ministries. If you’re at a church that practices supernatural ministry, the church is probably relatively new to it. And even if your church does have a strong supernatural tradition, chances are the congregation has experienced some dramatic waxing and waning in the effectiveness of its supernatural ministries. In all, if you’re interested in supernatural ministries, it’s likely that you’re in a place of rediscovery or renewal, and that requires a certain sort of faith.




  There’s a style of Christian discipleship that is conservative, in the literal sense of the word: its emphasis is on preservation, affirming what’s proven and familiar. There’s another sort of discipleship that presumes new things and experiences—not liberal, in the sense of giving license to violate the old or established, but progressive, in the sense of Jesus’ teaching on “new wineskins” for “new wine.” To embrace all the works of the kingdom, we have to be willing to expand our containers of knowledge and experience. To pursue supernatural ministry, we need the faith for this progressive sort of discipleship. We have to be willing to try things, to reach for things we’ve only heard of, to explore and discover, to act without being totally sure how to act. Supernatural ministry entails adventure.
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