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  To the memory of the Rev’d Dr Angela Shier-Jones, (1960-2011) theologian, pastor, healer and good friend, without whose example and insight this whole account would never have happened


  Preface

  When I was training at Hartley Victoria College, Manchester in the early 1980s my tutor used to talk about a lack of theological reflection in my project work. Only after some persistence in the last few weeks of study did we, as a student group, get him to explain precisely what he meant by this term “theological reflection”. It boiled down to the fact that we have to allow our practical experience and our knowledge of Bible and doctrine to react dynamically to make sense of faith and the world.

  I have to admit that it still took a few years in practical ministry before this really became real to me. This book is the result of precisely that process. I have been active in the ministry of healing for at least twenty-five years, have experienced different circumstances and outcomes and have also gradually broadened out my view as to what this ministry entails.

  In the chapters that follow I have first of all tried to set out the personal journey of practice in and around the ministry of healing which has led to the reflections I share. As I have talked with friends and colleagues about this I get the impression that what I am offering is a different perspective. I hope that it will at the very least provoke the reader to further theological reflection.

  In the course of preparation I sought comments from friends and was asked by one whether I was going to give examples of other people’s healing ministries. I have generally restricted my examples to those which I (or, in a couple of instances, my wife) have experienced at first hand. In a sense these are the experiences upon which I can most fruitfully reflect.


  Introduction

  I can trace my interest in the ministry of healing back to the 1970s when, as an active lay person, I was invited by my then minister, Eric Challoner, to join him with one or two others to pray for specific people with need for healing. We shared on two occasions and I would judge that each of the people concerned experienced what they would have described as “healing”—one physical and one spiritual. I will not go into details at this point because the cases are not particularly relevant to what follows.

  Having been accepted for training for the Methodist Presbyteral Ministry in 1981 I was somewhat preoccupied with academic and practical study and it was not until I found myself preaching on the topic of “Christ the Healer” that I gave healing within the church much thought. Being a visiting preacher it was essentially a matter of raising the question of whether the church engages in a healing ministry and then leaving the congregation to think about it. I doubt whether they did

  A couple of years later I was in pastoral charge of a local church when the topic came round again. On this occasion I felt challenged that if no-one else was going to do anything, I, at least, as the minister ought to take responsibility. It was a communion service and having preached on healing I invited anyone who wished to receive the laying-on of hands to remain kneeling at the communion rail after receiving the elements. One man remained behind. When I asked if he had any particular concern he indicated that it wasn’t really “healing” he wanted but a blessing as he was starting a new job the next day. After the service, as I was shaking hands with the congregation, one of the women was obviously tearful. When I enquired if there was something wrong she said that she had been suffering for thirty years and in all that time she had never heard a suggestion that the church had anything to offer her. (In that time she had attended churches of different denominations and had done so regularly.) Whether the offer had never explicitly been made or whether she had simply not heard it, I cannot say; but it was certainly a challenge to me.

  I arranged to visit her and her husband within a couple of days. This was a middle aged woman who, it transpired, had suffered a form of agoraphobia for thirty years, having had a panic attack in a shop when her daughter was five years old. With her husband’s support she had managed to pursue a career as an office worker. Her boss would pick her up from home and drop her back in the evening. She could only go shopping if accompanied by her husband. Life was really quite restricted.

  I prayed with them in the home and, I think, I laid hands on her head. There was no dramatic instantaneous healing but two things happened. Firstly her daughter, who despite living next door to her mother knew nothing of her health problems, came into the house and asked what had happened—‘The house feels different’. Secondly she went to her GP who referred her to a Psychiatrist who in turn organised a Psychiatric Social Worker for her. Through medication and supportive therapy together with regular prayer in the home, she was eventually restored to a proper degree of health. This early experience shows how healing is a process rather than an event. The irony in this case was that the husband, who had effectively carried his wife for thirty years, suffered a nervous breakdown when she appeared no longer to need him. Thankfully that was dealt with through the normal medical channels. Healing can sometimes be disruptive!

  At about that time I got to know a couple who had been engaged in healing ministry outside the mainline church for some years. They had joined the Methodist Church following a marriage which I had conducted. The young woman in particular had gifts of insight and of healing which were quite special. I invited them to share with me within the church pastoral setting. We, four of us including my wife, would visit members in their homes offering prayer with the laying on of hands. The cases were varied and so therefore were the results: a woman suffering in bereavement finding reassurance; an elderly woman in need of a hip replacement but with a weak heart supported until she was well enough to have the operation; a young woman with endometriosis who had been told she would never have children and would not be allowed to adopt because her husband was too old. As I wrote the first draft of this paragraph, the latter’s son celebrated his 21st birthday!

  Eventually the number of calls was becoming unsustainable so we agreed to hold a weekly service of healing in a small country chapel inviting people to attend if they could; taking them if they needed transport, or remembering them in prayer if they were unable to attend.

  The format comprised a short opening time of worship followed by sharing of concerns and then individuals were invited to come and sit on one of two chairs at the front. Here one or sometimes two would place hands on the head of the person concerned or over the particular source of pain, if appropriate.

  This carried on for several years on a weekly basis. When I left Newport and moved to Swansea I introduced a similar pattern there. In 1994 we moved to work in Berlin, Germany. In the course of the first twelve months there I interested my German colleague in the topic of healing and following a series of bilingual Bible studies we offered weekly prayers. These started in 1996 and are, to my knowledge, still taking place in 2011, though no doubt with a slight variation in pattern.

  I was interested to discover that the German Methodist Church (Evangelisch-methodistische Kirche or EmK) was very reticent about the healing ministry. Having asked the Bishop whether it might be helpful to call together interested parties to discuss the topic I received the comment that they had held a theological conversation that had produced nothing—’perhaps someone ought to do something practical and report on it’. This my colleague and I duly did in a report to the North German Annual Conference in 1997. This included a number of testimonies from individuals who had benefited from healing prayer. At the Annual Conference of 2000 we presented a proposed German translation of Prayers and Ideas for Healing Services by Ian Cowie (© 1995 Wild Goose Publications) for the use of the EmK. In that year I was invited to address seminars on healing at the World Methodist Conference at Brighton. I was also asked to address seminars at the Spiritual Renewal conferences in Braunfels, Germany, attended by members from German, Austrian, Swiss and other European EmK jurisdictions. It was interesting to discover that the German-speaking “charismatics” were also reticent about healing ministry, requiring it to be very carefully ordered.

  When I returned to Britain in 2002 I was invited to succeed Jim Needham as the Methodist Connexional Advisor for Health and Healing, a post which I still hold in 2011.

  Whilst in Berlin we had befriended a young couple from the United States who had become interested in healing whilst with us. Subsequently we maintained contact, and this led to a broadening of my perspective. I was told of a conference held at my friends’ church for “Parish Nurses” which had concluded with a service of healing. At the World Methodist Conference in 2000 I had met one or two women who had described themselves as Parish Nurses but I had not really understood what this meant.

  As I was due for a sabbatical in 2003 I decided to investigate what Parish Nursing actually was. I visited Holland, Michigan, in the United States, a relatively small town and discovered that there were a number of Parish Nurses ministering there. Most of these were nominally employed by the local hospital board but paid by church congregations. The one in my friends’ church was half-time and employed by the congregation of this Lutheran church. I will write more about Parish Nursing in a later chapter.

  However, as part of this investigation I read Alive and Kicking by Stephen Pattison. This was a book which I had declined to read in when it was passed to me in 1990 because I felt it undermined my focus on the ministry of healing, but now its time had clearly come!

  What struck me about this book was Pattison’s observation that the church seems to focus healing ministry upon asking God to intervene and make people well when it might be a better priority to engage in preventing them becoming ill in the first place! (I grossly simplify here and apologise to Stephen Pattison for doing so but it was this aspect that spoke to me at the time.)

  Parish Nurses whom I visited were engaged in, for instance, health education, pastoral visiting, promoting donation of bone marrow, organising advice on medicines. I had gone to the United States anticipating that an American model would not cross the Atlantic but returned convinced that this was a significant aspect of pastoral care which could well be developed in the United Kingdom.

  Since then I have been seeking to promote this ministry including a pilot project in Lichfield Methodist Church. (See chapter 7.)

  Meanwhile my own healing ministry has continued and I owe it to the reader to describe my personal practice and the way it has developed.

  As noted above I initially offered laying-on of hands at the communion rail and then in the home and did so with a short prayer. Having come into contact with friends experienced in healing ministry I became aware of what is sometimes referred to as “hot hands”. When I asked how one discovered this gift my friend simply advised me to place my hands near to each other and see if I could feel anything. The answer was in the negative.

  However, later I went to join my wife, who had gone to bed suffering with a headache. She appeared to be asleep so out of curiosity I held by hand over her head. When she opened her eyes I was a little embarrassed but she informed me that when I’d put my hand over her forehead the headache had gone. I was somewhat shocked. This did seem to suggest that there was more involved here than “simply” asking God to take pain away.

  I was a part-time hospital chaplain at the time and found that this ability (gift?) was helpful on occasion in reducing patients’ pain. I think of the husband of a church member whom I happened to visit on my rounds who was in severe discomfort with gall stones. While I sat and talked to him on his bed I placed my hand on his lower back, where the pain was. This seemed to ease the pain at the time. Some days later I received a call from his wife telling me that he had been amazed how the pain had gone. He was not a church member or a believer and I don’t recall that I spoke a prayer with him, though I may have done.

  Looking back with hindsight I would now wonder about the propriety of this sort of “freelance, unsupervised” ministry in a hospital setting but there is no doubt that benefit was received. I intend to refer later to a programme broadcast in Germany in 2011 which described the formal interaction in some German hospitals between scientific medicine and alternative therapies.

  I would add at this juncture that since there was no place for healing in the training syllabus in College I have always been learning by experience and have no doubt on occasion crossed some lines which might have been better left uncrossed. It remains a concern to me that there is almost no coverage of the topic of healing in our current ordination training packages or, if there is, it is at a very superficial level.

  Over the years, despite the fact that for most of that time I was sharing in the leadership of regular healing services, I have come to the conclusion that healing should neither be confined to liturgical settings nor necessarily placed within a recognised prayer format. This is not to imply that there is no place for a formal liturgical setting. For seven years my appointment permitted only one healing service per month and that within the context of Communion. This does raise issues which will be discussed later about the attitude of the Church to healing. The style of healing prayer offered tends to relate to the tradition of the church concerned or that of the practitioner. If you see a special sacramental focus in the Eucharist it may seem to be the uniquely appropriate point for offering healing. If you have a less eucharistically based ministry it will almost certainly be in another setting.

  Again, practice over the years has led me to demur from verbalising specific healing prayer requests unless it seems to be pastorally helpful to the recipient. I cite two illustrations, though I could offer more: A member of the congregation was obviously in some discomfort after a Sunday service. My enquiry elicited the response that she had back pain. I invited her to come round to the house later on, which she did. I placed my hands on her shoulders and back anticipating a reduction in the pain. A day or so later I enquired about her condition and was informed that though she still had back pain her asthma had cleared completely. (Some years later I witnessed her recounting this to someone else and she confirmed that until that day she had had quite severe asthma often necessitating time off work. Since then she had had only mild attacks and hadn’t missed a day.) My spoken prayer would have been for her back but the healing came to her breathing.

  A second example: a musician friend had blocked sinuses so I placed my hands around her head. The sinuses quickly cleared. The next day the sinuses were blocked again but a shoulder injury which she had had for years and which was a particular problem for a viola player had been healed completely. She has never had a recurrence of this problem despite subsequently becoming a full-time orchestral player. Again neither she nor I had any thought of the shoulder injury as I ministered to her.

  One theological comment might be that God knows better what is needed and will respond as necessary without direction from any agent. But, as may become clear later in the book, there are other ways of considering the healing process which remove the necessity of explaining the apparent vagaries of divine intervention and misconceptions about why some people are “not healed”.

  Another perspective that bears thinking about is the uniqueness of Christian healing—healing in the name of Christ. Some Christian healers maintain that unless healing is offered in the name of Jesus it will not work, or, if it appears to do so, it is a counterfeit and will later revert. It seems to me that this is blinkered. Although I personally consider that any care I offer as a Christian derives from my commitment to the Risen Christ, it is nevertheless clear to me that genuine healing occurs within most religious traditions and that similar results can also be achieved by people of no formal belief. To suggest that this is “demonic counterfeit” seems to go counter to the genuine benefit which some people receive. It is worth adding that others of ill will can use healing as a means of manipulating vulnerable people. Where there are positive gifts they can always be abused. I will reflect later on our relationship to other faiths.

  In recent years I have spent a good deal of time engaged in the growing activities of Churches Together for Healing, a coordinating group of Churches Together in England which seeks to promote the ministry of healing within the main denominations. Sharing in discussion with colleagues from other churches can be quite liberating as you come to see things through someone else’s eyes. At one such regional meeting a United Reformed colleague commented that in his church they no longer have “intercessions” but only “prayers for healing”—healing of the nations, healing of society, healing of the church, healing of individuals. I shall reflect on the nature of healing, wholeness and salvation later in the book.

  One significant point worth making is the weight of words and the import of their meaning. In Berlin there were two evangelically minded ministers. One was charismatic and the other was not. The first held “prayers for healing” the other insisted on calling them “prayers for the sick”. A friend who had come out of the Spiritualist movement would speak of “clairvoyance” whereas the same ability in the charismatic context would almost certainly be categorised as “gift of discernment” or “gift of prophecy” depending on the form it took. We have to be very careful in using words. We have to define carefully what we mean by “healing”. Howard Booth wrote a very helpful book Healing is Wholeness (sadly long out of print) which makes this point. Many people have been put off healing ministry because of perceived failure to ‘get better’. One of the most moving experiences of the earlier years of my engagement with the healing ministry was ministering to a man with terminal stomach cancer who—incidentally, having been recommended to do so by his Catholic priest—came weekly to our healing services. After he died, his wife continued coming to the services for some months because “they did Dave so much good”. Death is not necessarily defeat, though the expression “Death is the ultimate healer” tends to be a little trite.
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