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Pentecost 2000 has been made a landmark for the recovering of a Gospel imperative neglected by some, questioned by others and the unbalanced concern of a few.  The Church of England marked Whitsun by publishing its first report on the ministry of healing for over forty years.  The 400 page volume appears just months before the authorisation of rites for Wholeness and Healing and is accompanied by a 58 page handbook containing two of the chapters especially oriented to parish healing ministry.

The Archbishop of Canterbury's foreword stresses the missionary nature of the healing ministry, a 'response to our Lord's injunction to heal the sick' and 'living out its commission from its gospel roots but in a way which is highly relevant to contemporary needs'.  Given Christ's command to 'preach, teach and heal' a report on healing ministry is a welcome call to the Church to give such ministry 'the weight appropriate to its importance as a gospel imperative.'  The report encourages the bishops as 'guardians of the faith' to give more of a lead in commending and promoting a renewed obedience to this imperative of our Lord.

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.'  Whilst this development should encourage Christians, there is widespread ignorance outside and even within the Church of the injunction and promise of Christ to heal.  Bad practice within the Church has led healthcare professionals to be more suspicious of the Church's healing ministry than of acupuncture or hypnotherapy.  It is also evident that 'healing' to many Anglicans is something that happens 'midweek in a side chapel'. The Church is said to have 'no coherent approach to the healing ministry'. 

'A Time to Heal' takes up this challenge with its well-argued guidelines and recommendations.  The clearly stated aim 'is to move from the current situation where the healing ministry is not coordinated, overseen, supported or promoted nationally within the Church of England, to a situation where it is an effective and integrated part of normal daily parish life in every parish, supported and coordinated at diocesan and national levels.' p282

Although 'healing' is a word with wide-ranging social and environmental associations the report focuses 'on those who seek the Church's help when they are sick or distressed in body, mind or spirit.'  Listening and prayer ministry is strongly affirmed. These ministries are distinguished from formal counselling, which is also affirmed, alongside sacramental rites. A 'Glossary' gives helpful clarification of the vocabulary of this wide-ranging ministry.

The central theme is a reminder to the Church of the divine commission to heal.  'You cannot read the Gospels and cut out the ministry of healing without tearing them to ribbons' wrote Archbishop William Temple.  This ministry 'witnesses to the compassion of Jesus, who wants us to be whole, and to the establishing of God's kingdom among us' p293. The Church's mission 'embodies healing in the broadest sense' p36.  

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, stronger in its sacramental emphasis, eg. 'The objectivity of the Church's worship in Holy Communion is…a salutary corrective to the subjective and emotional tone which can easily become dominant in healing services.' (1958) p237.  'A Time to Heal' is concerned to affirm and to guide 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' p228.  People need 'A friendly ear and sensitive prayer which affirms the person and helps them to clarify what they need and to gain a perception of how they might deal with it.' p240.  

The wider acceptance of the role of the laity in pastoral care is a major development since 1958, although the new report is careful to affirm the value of sacramental Confession and Anointing linked to the ordained ministry.  Much of the guidance offered 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'.' p324. 

Dioceses are to encourage, train and guide the resurgent ministries.  Ten draft guidelines are provided to aid the developing of good practice in healing ministry.  They stress that ministers need themselves to be self-aware, acknowledging their own need for God's healing love.  Their behaviour should encourage and not undermine confidence in the Church's ministry.  The safety of the person being ministered to is said to be of paramount importance.  Legal liability and accountability are to be considered.  

There are 51 main recommendations and around 200 detailed suggestions in the report, making it a 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.' p299. 'The healing ministry is non-judgemental: those involved in it are encouraged to consider and address their own prejudices…to avoid projection.' p311. 'Informality can put people at ease; intimacy can lead to overfamiliarity and unnecessary risks.' p314.  'Diagnosis is done intellectually and involves clear distinctions between types of conditions. Discernment is a spiritual gift and is the prayerful choice between different courses of action where there are no clear signs or definitions of condition or need.' p308-9.  'Gifts of the Spirit should be received with thanksgiving and yet with wisdom and discernment.' p310. 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.' p181.

Alongside its concern for regulation 'A Time to Heal' underlines an expectation of God and openness to him as key qualities to be fostered in the Church if her ministry of healing is to advance. The renewal of the ministry of healing is no less than an ecumenical movement of the Spirit deepening prayer and faith, even if  'a sensitive balance is needed between strengthening faith in God and avoiding statements which are likely to lead to misunderstanding and unrealistic expectations.' p311. 'People need to find a closer, deeper relation with God as far as is possible and to be active partners in their healing.' p307. This quality of prayerful seeking of wholeness ultimately distinguishes the Church's ministry from secular healing agencies, which are 'rooted solely in human achievements.'   

The report emphasises the role of spiritual direction as a means to wholeness.  The seeking out of alternative therapies, evidencing dissatisfaction with narrowly scientific medicine, is to be interpreted as unconscious recognition that 'God's kingdom is creation healed' (Hans Kung).  '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 challenge to seek for a fresh vision of God goes alongside repeated warnings against 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 inclusive approach to the healing ministry in this report strongly affirms the partnership of medicine and Christianity on the basis of the doctrine of creation.  Whatever is good in the world is of God.  As a rubric in the Roman Catholic Rite of Anointing affirms. 'Every scientific effort to prolong life and every act of care for the sick, on the part of any person, may be considered a preparation for the Gospel and a sharing in Christ's healing ministry' p91.

In summary 'A Time to Heal' recalls the Church to the imperative of her Lord - to heal the sick.  The report calls for a new expectancy of faith and for sound, balanced teaching to assist this.  It provides reasoned guidelines affirming the pastoral, sacramental and charismatic aspects of the healing ministry today.  It affirms partnership at different levels - of clergy and laity, of medicine and the Church's ministry - and looks forwards to a greater coordination and cohesion in this ministry through the establishing of diocesan and national resourcing. 
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