The Ministry of Healing - a 'Gospel Imperative'?

The recently published House of Bishops' Report on the healing ministry has raised some controversy.  It is basically a call for the Church to recover obedience to Our Lord's commandment to heal the sick.  Some critics point out that the healing miracles in the Gospels are unique and linked to the coming of the Messiah who 'opens the eyes of the blind'.  The injunctions to heal addressed from the Lord to his disciples are actually few and far apart.  The emphasis on healing in the Acts of the Apostles is said to be notably less striking than it is in the Gospels.  Other critics of the Report are concerned that through it the Church of England seems to be setting out her stall in the fashionable yet questionable market place of alternative medicine.

The Report 'A Time to Heal' came shortly before the publication of the new Common Worship resource, which includes special liturgies for 'Wholeness and Healing'. The Mission and Renewal team's Liturgical Consultant is organising two day conferences on the 'Wholeness and Healing' provision on Monday and Tuesday 8th and 9th October. It is evidently a time for parishes to take stock of this controversial realm of ministry as part of their liturgical and pastoral renewal. 

One of the key controversies within the ministry of healing concerns the nature of divine intervention in answer to prayer.  To what extent should the Church lead people to expect God to grant physical healing?  Might she be leading people on?  There are a multitude of examples of bad, hurtful practice that should make for caution.

If on one side there is misplaced enthusiasm, there is one the other side a degree of cynicism.  Influential biblical scholar have encouraged a 'demythologising' and stripping away of the miraculous element in the Gospels.  One of our great Anglican theologians, Austin Farrer, had a long-standing argument with one German writer.  Speaking of Rudolf Bultmann he commented that he was happy to see the Gospel change people's minds, but drew the line at the changing of their limbs.  The Word was made flesh, Farrer insisted, and one cannot make God less than he is or wants to be or do, e.g. in healing people physically.

Another controversial area touched upon in the new Report is the involvement of lay people in the ministry of healing.  It is recognised that the whole Church acts to heal people through intercession and general helpfulness to the needy, as well as through the sacramental rites celebrated by the clergy.  In the Edmonton Area of London Diocese, where I recently served as Missioner, over thirty of our hundred parishes sent lay people to the St. Luke's Tide weekends on the healing ministry commended by the Bishop.  The aim was to assist lay people in prayer and listening ministries so that they may serve more fully in those realms under the authority of their parish priest.  The House of Bishops' Report gives encouragement as well as specific guidelines for such new ministries.

There can be little doubt that the healing ministry will continue to generate controversy inside and outside the Church for years to come.  Parishes can 'play safe' by restricting such liturgical ministry to the clergy.  'A Time to Heal' encourages a more imaginative and adventuresome approach through use of the new 'Wholeness and Healing' services, the drawing out of 'prayer ministries' etc.

The richest resources of the Church under God are her well-formed members.  They know what Jesus Christ meant when he said 'I have come that people may have life and have it to the full.' (John 10:10)  It is such conviction, springing from the Church's own membership, that is behind the remarkable renewal of the healing ministry in our day.  The House of Bishops' Report recognises this and asks us not to stand against it but to encourage and guide it.
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