A Sermon preached by Nigel Guthrie at Holy Cross, Crediton 

on 15 June 2008 at the 9.30am Eucharist




PRAYER FOR HEALING

Today’s gospel leaves us in no doubt that Jesus saw the healing of sickness as a central part of his own ministry and that of his followers.  The healing of sickness, or of the sick, is mentioned no less than three times in these few verses.  It is also linked in Matthew chapter 10 verse 8 with the casting out of demons, and this reminds us that the view of disease in Jesus’ time was very different from our own.  Many of the instances of what are called demon possession in the gospels seem to describe symptoms which we would now recognize as forms of mental illness.  And there are still some parts of the world where the casting out of demons is considered the first defense against disease. 
So our view of how disease works is very different from gospel times so it would be a mistake to think in following Jesus we should use the same methods and language as him.  But I don’t think we can duck the fact that healing should still be part of our Christian life and part of the church’s work.  In medieval Europe the main, if not only, providers of hospital services were the monasteries who specialized in a knowledge of herbs medical care.  And even with the rise of modern scientific medicine many Christians have, as individuals, followed a vocation of healing as doctors, nurses and carers.

And these days it is increasingly recognised that good health is not just about taking the right pills at the right time, it is also dependent on our lifestyle and social conditions.  Research often shows that when people are isolated or living in poverty, or indeed working too hard, their health suffers.  The rise of alternative therapies and their popularity seems to show that many people think that there is more to health than straight science shows us.  It is fascinating and often horrifying to look back at the sort of bleedings and choppings that were inflicted on sick people in the past.  But I wouldn’t be surprised if people will look back in the future and be equally appalled at some of the treatments which are offered now.   

Healing should be part of church life, but how can we offer healing in a way which is complementary to the styles of treatment that are offered now?  Being welcomed and accepted into the fellowship of the church should be a healing process for us.  We all need to be welcomed and in our turn to contribute to that process of welcome.  The Church of England is nothing if it not open and some of my worst moments as a Vicar have been when established church members have told newcomers that they shouldn’t sit in their pew or that they should keep their young children quiet.  For those not used to Church life such an experience is usually the beginning and end of their association with the church and the healing power of being part of a Christian community never gets a chance.

But as well as the welcome which we give people there is also the prayer we offer for those who are ill.  I often hear how much people have appreciated the fact that they have been prayed for in church, and although we never know exactly what effect our prayers will have we are firmly encouraged to pray for the sick in the knowledge that God wishes us all to find healing and wholeness.  But it sometimes also be helpful for people to receive personal prayer at home or in church and it was to support this ministry that Kathy Roberts, when she was curate here, ran a  course which introduced the subject and prepared people to offer this ministry.

From that course a group developed which is now lead by Sue Martin and members of the group now offer prayer for healing on the third and fourth Sundays of the month during the administration of communion.  We also meet termly to talk about how the ministry is going and to pray for each other.  Sometimes those who are offering the ministry of prayer have quite a number of people of people wanting prayer and the prayer time runs beyond the administration of communion right up to the end of the service.  At our last meeting some suggestions were put forward.  Firstly that we might try to offer prayer on the second Sunday of the month as well as the third and fourth Sundays and secondly that we might try and arrange for more than one group of people to be offering prayer on any one Sunday.  But we soon realized that we will need to involve more people in this ministry.  The group members recognize from their own experience that the idea of praying with someone can be a daunting prospect.  But members of the group also shared how they had grown in confidence to offer prayers with people and said what a great and often very moving privilege they find it.  There has been sincere appreciation too from those for whom prayers have been offered.  So we decided that we should run another course in the autumn to give more people the chance to see what is involved and perhaps to offer to take part in the ministry in the future.  Although we haven’t yet set any dates, please have a word with me or Sue Martin if you would be interested in coming on the course.

One of the serious worries which people have about praying for healing is that sometimes we might pray for somebody and they get worse and die.  This is clearly not the outcome which we pray for!  Many who are prayed for at Holy Cross experience strengthening and encouragement in their concerns or illnesses.  But to pray for healing is to be open to the possibility that God may bring healing through death, or perhaps I should say through death and resurrection, since as Christians we believe that death is not the end of life but rather a new beginning.   But when our prayers don’t seem to work as we hoped I think we should also remember the work of medical doctors.  In the end all their patients die!  Some, perhaps many, will be helped by their treatment, but others may not respond.  Prayer doesn’t guarantee healing either, but it opens us up to the possibilities of God working in our lives with his love and blessing, and I know that many people find this to be of immense benefit.  When we pray with somebody it is not us healing them; it is us becoming a channel for God to work in them, just as it is when we help someone who is struggling, or comfort someone who is sad or listen to someone who is worried.  Christians believe that it is God’s love we are showing, but we, human beings are needed to show it.  It’s my hope that through the prayers and caring actions of members of this church the healing which is so close to the heart of Jesus may be experienced by many. 
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