New Momentum for Ministry

The Church of England House of Bishops’ Report ‘A Time to Heal’ is lending authority for the renewal of healing ministry in parishes.

Since its publication in June 2000 the Anglican Report ‘A Time to Heal’ is helping to raise the profile of the healing ministry in England’s 13,000 parish Churches.  The Report establishes that the offer of a ministry of healing is something quite normative in a sizeable proportion of these parishes.  It goes on to encourage the fainthearted to grant such ministry ‘the weight appropriate to its importance as a gospel imperative’.

In North London roughly a third of the parishes are represented at annual weekend conferences on the healing ministry in the Edmonton and Willesden Episcopal areas. Recent conferences have received greater attention on account of the publication of ‘A Time to Heal’ as dioceses seek to provide events which coordinate reception of its particular insights.

A Helpful Model

A weekend is no small investment of time for participants, though this investment of time appears to be the clue to the effectiveness of the annual London diocesan ‘healing weekends’.  In a model pioneered by Bishop Graham Dow parishioners work in groups of six or so constructed across parishes over the three days.  In these groups they digest the conference plenary input sharing with one another.  Participants are encouraged to open up over the days to God and to one another, discovering more of their need for grace as they prepare for the Sunday morning.  This deepened sense of their own need is recognised as powerful equipment for their public involvement in the healing ministry.

Scores of London Churches issue invitations to the conferences for groups to come and help with informal healing ministry during or after their Sunday Eucharist.  After this ministry there is a sort of ‘return of the seventy’ to the conference venue, with a lunch and debrief in which people often share with joy their sense of being used by God.  People seem to learn all the more from such a practical weekend, which is assisted by a network of pastorally accredited group leaders well experienced in the healing ministry.

Developing Lay Ministry

The wider acceptance of the role of the laity in pastoral care is a major development since the previous Anglican Report of 1958. Although the 2000 report is careful to affirm the value of Sacramental Confession and Anointing, linked to the ordained ministry, much of its guidance is directed towards the newer, more informal ministries.  ‘A Time to Heal’ has the aim of safeguarding public healing ministry by the provision of guidelines for the accrediting of prayer ministry teams.  ‘No one should act in isolation; all should be trained as part of being ‘under authority’.’ 

Pastoral, sacramental and charismatic streams ‘ebb and flow’ in the life of the Church.  The report is more comfortable with this diversity than its 1958 predecessor, which was predominantly sacramental in its emphasis. ‘A Time to Heal’ is concerned to affirm and to guide the informal ministries that have sprung up from the charismatic and pastoral renewal of recent years.  The report is not shy of a basic fact of Christianity that ‘there is nothing to prevent any Christian praying for a sick person on an appropriate occasion’.  

‘A Time to Heal’ Conference

In the October 2000 Conference on ‘A Time to Heal’ at St. Ann, Tottenham the Bishop of Edmonton started proceedings by blessing a choir of Ugandan children, many of whose parents had died of AIDS, who led the opening worship.  In this way participants were reminded at the outset of the global implications of healing ministry even if most of their time was devoted to training in listening and prayer ministry for individuals.  

Some critics of the new Report lament its predominant focus on ministry to individuals. Although ‘healing’ is a word with wide-ranging social and environmental associations the Report inevitably focuses ‘on those who seek the Church’s help when they are sick or distressed in body, mind or spirit.’  Its starting point is the desire to serve this very specific demand upon the Church, though the wider implications of healing ministry are not denied.

Events like the Tottenham weekend are helpful in assisting parishes to begin to digest the wisdom in the new Report.  The 400 pages of ‘A Time to Heal’ contain 51 main recommendations and around 200 detailed suggestions, making it a very rich resource.  Some examples are: ‘as a sound guideline, recognise the presence of God in those receiving this ministry and honour his presence in them’. ‘The healing ministry is non-judgemental: those involved in it are encouraged to consider and address their own prejudices…to avoid projection.’ ‘Informality can put people at ease; intimacy can lead to overfamiliarity and unnecessary risks.’ On deliverance ministry: ‘the Church must proclaim the sovereignty of God and Christ's victory over demonic powers and avoid too narrow a view of evil, which can blind us to other evils in the world’.

Gaining Courage and Self-Possession

The involvement of an Evangelism Officer in helping to promote the Church’s healing ministry comes from the fact that if people are looking to the Church for healing they are looking ultimately to do business with God.  

Sometimes our readiness to help such people do their business with him is hampered by our lack of courage to witness to God’s goodness.

Courage is a matter of the heart, source of the hidden springs of our personal life.  When we ‘haven’t got the heart’ to do something we lack courage. If our hearts are right the health there spills into body and mind, emotions and thoughts as well as outwards towards other people. It is evident that Christians themselves gain heart through involvement in the healing ministry.

The Church’s healing ministry is an aid to self-possession  People may gain courage, heart, and energy from the Holy Spirit.  They also gain energy by a coming to terms with themselves, by an increased detachment from inner hurts and regrets, anxieties and fears.  

We have to possess ourselves before we can give ourselves.  Time taken in self-examination for inner healing can reward people with a sort of ‘deconstricting’ of the heart. 

Christian healing is an invitation to possess ourselves more fully so that we have more to give to God and other people. 

Seeking Spiritual Direction

In a society where 40% of the population are said to have tried alternative medicine, ‘it seems as if many are either dissatisfied with scientific medicine, or are instinctively seeking a form of healing which will meet deeper needs they hardly understand.’ 

‘A Time to Heal’ challenges the Church to recover confidence in her Lord's injunction to heal so that she may be better equipped to meet this dissatisfaction.  The Report affirms the Church’s well established ministries of spiritual guidance and direction. Those who seek Christ and his Church at a point of need are to be invited to reconsider priorities and to discern the best way ahead in life.  Many discover new purpose in Christ himself.

The challenge to help people as they seek for a fresh vision of God goes alongside repeated warnings in ‘A Time to Heal’ against the dangers of an oversimple enthusiasm.  Healing is not cure.  Handicap, limitation and disability are to be valued.  Sharp distinctions between the natural and supernatural are to be avoided since ‘grace perfects nature’ (Aquinas).  Spiritual dangers in this ministry are listed and range from ‘residual doubt about the authority of God’ to ‘power and control seeking’. 

The Church's Ministry of Healing affirms that God is God and one cannot make him less than he is or wants to be or do, e.g. in healing people physically by supernatural intervention. As the new Report is providing powerful reminder, the healing ministry is no ‘add on’ to the Church's ministry but just one draw and pointer towards the fuller life and vision and dynamic of life growing ever closer to God.

The Revd. Dr. John Twisleton, Missioner in the London Diocese, moves this summer to a Mission and Renewal posting in Chichester Diocese

