Mobile Phones as pointers to the Gospel of Healing

What’s healthy about mobile phones?

They help us keep close to people
They give us a sense of worth and independence eg James.

They give security in dangerous places eg Israeli crocodile farm

We enjoy them (Harry Potter)

What’s unhealthy about mobile phones?

They isolate us and make us islands eg two people sitting together in a pub phoning around not talking to one another.

They belittle and stress us – and very often the people around us - when we use them. Human beings made to be in one place at one time get overextended.

They distract us from a healthy lifestyle by getting us to think the things that are merely urgent are the things that matter most.

They cultivate boredom, indifference and superficial living

The good news of Christianity is about health and wholeness if it is about anything.

When Jesus Christ, the Son of God, in whom the world was made, came to earth he said he had come to bring life and bring it to the full (John 10:10).

Can we doubt that the One who made us and all that is good would have us reject anything that helps people keep close to one another, gives them a sense of worth, security in the face of evil or just even a source of enjoyment?

Or that he would want to heal us from our sense of isolation, belittlement and stress, from all that distracts and overextends our energies, reversing the boredom and indifference of superficial living?

Mobile phones are not just accessories of our life – they are symbols of our life.

Just as a mobile is good in itself but can be used for good or ill, so we human beings have the gift of life from God that can be directed towards health and wholeness or otherwise.

The good things mobiles offer – opportunities to love and be valued, to overcome fear and plain enjoy ourselves - derive from their healthy use. 

The evils they incur – isolation, belittlement, stress, distraction and boredom - reflect back upon the inadequacies of their users!

If God has made all people for his abundant life their choice to use what he has given to his praise and service will promote their health.  The selfish use of God’s gifts to our own praise and service subtracts from our wellbeing and that of the human community.

We live in a hurting society and we have traced back to some of its roots.

Take the growing sense of isolation. In Britain between 1985 and 2000 the number of households increased at 4.5 times the population growth. This figure represents a trend  accelerated by divorce. The good news is that three quarters of children under 16 live with two parents still. The bad news is that many children feel isolated by family breakdown. A recent survey, whilst showing positively that more people disapproved of unfaithfulness in long term relationships than they did ten years ago, showed that over the same period the number of partners in a lifetime rose from 9 to 13 for men and from 4 to 6.5 for women. Smaller households are proving not just unhealthy to those who end up in them. They affect the future of the planet.  Small or single person households are very inefficient users of natural resources compered to the traditional nuclear family of four or five. 

One of the positive uses of our mobiles is to help personal security. They help us deal with fear. Ironically having a mobile exposes you to that most common of thefts – that of mobile phones! We live in a culture where many are hurting because they are living in fear of violent crime. One in which drug and alcohol abuse is widespread and prisons are full. Society hurts through crime and the fear of crime. Black and Asian people especially are hurting because they are twice as likely as white people to be physically attacked. Then there is the so called ‘fear factor’ at work. The bustle and energy of commerce is God-given but its dark side is increasing job insecurity. This is a strong though negative factor in industry, the knowledge that many people over 50 remain jobless and frustrated. A culture that gives so much value to paid work and devalues the unpaid work of thousands of carers in homes hurts because it has a skewed sense of values.

Then take what I call the sense of belittlement.  It hurts when we are exposed day by day to advertising that makes us feel we are worth as much as we possess.  Worse than that, for women especially, we are presented with a distortion of what we are meant to be – as if wholeness was a matter of how you look. Our consumer society hurts because people are being treated as if they were objects, commodities – and this is belittling – it betrays their dignity. Whilst technology is helping the hurt of infertile couples it is also damaging the sense of human dignity through the prospect of cloning. The whole idea of creating a life to serve another one is belittling to humankind. So is the day to day evidence of man’s brutality to man which flows onto our television screens. With such a barrage of  news of problems utterly beyond us we can understand how easily people come to feel helpless and of little ultimate worth. 

Or take stress. So many people are casualties of the increased pace of life symbolised by our mobiles. People who live faster and faster so as not to miss anything are bound to be stressed because they come to live on the surface of life and miss the deeper things that serve our wholeness. We want to gain more time so we can get more from life but in so doing we miss life! No wonder Asian critics say of the Western world: ‘you have the clock, we have the time’. Where there is no time there is, in the end, little love because you cannot express love without giving people time. Where there is no time there are broken, stressful relationships. 

Lastly society hurts in its boredom and indifference and what we call superficial living.

The new Archbishop of Canterbury has described Britain as a ‘deeply, dangerously bored society’. Boredom is a symptom of a deeper malaise. We have so many options and choices in such a rich, diverse society but what use are they without the zest for life itself?  Loss of energy is a sign of disease and inner hurt 

Into this situation of a hurting society Jesus Christ sends his Church with his timeless command: Heal the sick and say, ‘the kingdom of God has come near to you’ Luke 10:9

Our Lord bids us approach those who are hurting with confidence in him and humility before those we are to minister healing to in his name and not our own.

Healing is a Gospel word linked to confidence in the Good News as something that really is good and useful and life-enhancing.

In a phrase from 2 Corinthians its ‘Treasure in Earthen Vessels’.

Confidence in God is the treasure we have as believers and ministers.  

Humility before God and people must always be the other pole, for ‘we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that the all-surpassing power is from God and not from us’.

It is from Jesus himself that the treasure – the command to ‘preach and heal’ derives. To be involved in the ministry of healing is to be drawn closer to him, to his heart towards the needy, which includes ourselves – for we can only point authentically to the power of God released through prayer if we ourselves are being transformed by it into the likeness of Christ, as Scripture says, ‘with ever-increasing glory..coming from the Lord, who is the Spirit’  2 Corinthians 3:18.

It is to Our Lord in the Gospels that we turn to see both his heart and his resources for the needy which he yearns to make available to us and through us, as channels, to all people as they come before him in expectant prayer.

So I am going outline six principles that should guide our ministry of healing in a hurting society, three each under these two heads of Confidence and Humility. These two main headings I see as the key strands to the paradox or rather mystery of the healing ministry

1. Confidence in God – ‘we have this treasure…’ 2 Corinthians 4:7

1.1  Jesus makes a real difference
Healing ministry as an instrument of God in the ‘earthing’ of the objective truths of the Faith into subjective reality. Parishioners led to ‘get real’ about basic attitudes like fear (eg. of change by God), acceptance (eg. of suffering), healing of relationships, ending resentments. What is preached from the Lectern gets followed up in practice. The grand aims of Christianity get a tighter hold on the flesh and blood reality of our membership. We become the Church better.

1.2  The Power of Prayer
Am I surprised when I see an answer to prayer or am I surprised when I don’t see one? How you answer says something about your expectations of God.  Among the many things we are about in parish ministry the recovery of confidence in the power of God among the committed members and among those drawn into events from the fringes is crucial. We are always aiming to extend the Church’s pastoral ministry into something even more life-changing and upbuilding of wholeness. 

1.3  Parishes on the move

Where there’s life there’s growth. A parish on the move is one where members are growing spiritually and socially through ongoing discipleship flowing to and from their Sunday Eucharist. Healing ministry is linked to people being on the move, seeing a difference in their lives from Jesus with the ‘word’ getting around about it.

2. Humility - ‘…in earthen vessels’  2 Corinthians 4:7

2.1  Listening Love

Parish Healing Ministry is about a parish getting a heart of love, the sort of warmth and light that helps people open up to God as a flower does to the sun. The incarnational principle ‘Love needs a Body’ gives heart to the parish Church through its preaching, its active participation in the Sacraments and its service to others. Listening ministries are at the heart of such unconditional loving service and very often prepare the way for effective healing ministry. They can crop up in the most unexpected places such as when out shopping, in a bus queue or at the back of Church as well as in the more ordered context of a Healing Service when we ask ‘is there anything in particular you would like us to pray for?’

2.2  Empowering the Laity

The collaborative ministry of priests and lay people is aided by a clear recognition of the apostolic healing mandate of the former (‘Call the elders..’ James 5v14) eg. to anoint. At the same time ‘gifts of healings’ (1 Cor 12v9) are to be sought and recognised in every parish Church (cf. Lambeth 1988 Resolution 84) and the other means of grace employed eg. intercession. The ideal is when Clergy and people work together to ‘build up the body of Christ’. This is where the humility is needed!

2.3  Wholeness and Holiness

Confidence in God is the basic treasure, which undergirds the healing ministry and one of the most urgent needs of the Church today. Those who find themselves drawn into the healing ministry find themselves being built up in their Christian confidence so far as their faith in God’s power to heal goes. They also come to see that the facing of one’s own need of grace is a proven resource for anyone seeking to so minister. Christians hoping to witness and to point to a God who answers prayer need to know not just what they are talking about but Who they are talking about if they are to be effective in pointing others to Him.

‘Our sufficiency is of God’ (2 Cor 3:5b KJV) even if we are but “earthen vessels” for Him to fill!

