
Called to be Healers

Exploring Compassion

John Atkinson is the superintendent of the Vale of Glamorgan Circuit and connexional advisor for 
health and healing as well as chair of Churches Together for Healing. He has had a personal healing 
ministry since the 1980s and has conducted training sessions in several districts. In recent years he 
has become interested in wider aspects of healing and is keen to promote the concept of the Church 

“(Jesus) sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God 
and to heal.” (Luke 9:2) (NRSV)

“They departed and went through the villages, bringing 
the good news and curing diseases everywhere.” (Luke 
9:6) (NRSV)

Is this how we see our commission today? 
Is this what we believe Jesus has sent us out to do? 
Are we healers?

Actually that rather depends on what you understand 
by ‘healers’. We can be too easily distracted by the 
reputations (good and bad) of charismatic healers 
who often work with large gatherings. There are some 
instances of people being miraculously healed on such 
occasions. We should rejoice with that. There are also 
problems when people are apparently not healed. On 
the one hand those who perceive themselves as not 
being healed may be disappointed. On the other hand 
(and worse), it can be suggested that somehow they 
had inadequate faith or perhaps some unconfessed sin 
that was blocking God’s power. Either way round there 
are quite a few people within the Church who are very 
wary of the topic of healing. Perhaps that is because 
they have misunderstood the nature of healing.

What is healing?

So what is healing? Healing is not the same as curing. 
The word ‘heal’ is associated with the word ‘whole’. 
It is possible to be a whole person even if you are 
not physically fit. It is certainly possible to be a whole 
person whilst dealing with the physical deterioration of 
old age. The Paralympics were a reminder of how active  
and fulfilled people with all kinds of disabilities can be. 

On the other hand there are occasions when prayer, 
with or without the laying on of hands, can result in the 
amelioration (or reduction) of physical, emotional or 
even spiritual symptoms of ‘dis-ease’. We are unwise to 
ignore this aspect of pastoral ministry. It is certainly the 

case for some people that their health circumstances 
prevent them from fulfilling their full potential.

To be a healer then is to be someone who engages 
in enabling others to become whole. At one level you 
can therefore see that much of the Church’s activity 
in pastoral care and campaigning for social justice is 
correctly definable as healing activity. An ecumenical 
colleague announced to his disconcerted listeners that 
they had stopped prayers of intercession at his church 
… after the dramatic pause he concluded, “We simply 
have prayers for healing”. He was of, course, correct. 
Intercessory prayers are, by their nature, healing 
prayers. We pray for peace and reconciliation – the 
healing of conflict; for justice – the healing of injustice; 
for those who are sick – traditional ‘healing’; for unity 
in the Church – the healing of divisions on the Body of 
Christ; for a proper use of the world’s resource – the 
healing of the planet.

If we pray for things to change for the better it must 
imply that we are prepared to engage in making it so. It 
has been suggested that Christians are good at praying 
and asking God to make people better, whereas it might 
be more helpful to work to prevent people becoming ill 
in the first place. So, support of agencies like Christian 
Aid and the Methodist Relief and Development Fund, 
or engagement with local charitable agencies are also 
forms of healing ministry. Local church initiatives like 
luncheon clubs could also be included. Churches might 
even decide to engage in health education within their 
particular community, perhaps utilising the gifts of 
professionals who are associated with that church.

But I wonder if it makes a difference whether we do 
these things consciously in response to our call to 
discipleship, or whether such activities are simply seen 
as implicit – if you are a Christian you will do these 
things naturally, caring and encouraging.



Challenges

l	 	How about the local church, or a local group within 
the church, taking time to look at the range of 
activities in that church and see if (or how) they 
contribute to health and wholeness?

l	 	You might address the same question to yourself: 
does my life, do my activities help to build others 
up?

l	 	If your church does not have a regular service in 
which prayer for healing is a focus, how about 
starting one?*

* It is advisable to think carefully about how this is 
best done in a local context. A very good resource is 
Ian Cowie’s Prayers and ideas for healing services 
(Wild Goose Publications, 2004). The author explores 
the nature of healing ministry and offers a number of 
liturgies and prayers in different styles.

Going Further

Two recent books by Methodist ministers are worthy of 
study:

l	 		Peter Edwards, The healing touch of God
Subtitled ‘A hands on approach to Christian healing 
ministry from a Methodist perspective’, it is 
available from the author the Revd Peter Edwards 
28 Broomfield Grove, Rotherham S60 2SY at 
£11.50 incl p&p.

l	 		John Atkinson, Gift or a given?  A theology of 
healing for the 21st century (Circle Books, 2012)

The pastoral resource Encircled in care, which is 
available from Methodist Publishing (web: www.
methodistpublishing.org.uk; tel: 01733 235962) 
includes training resources which would be useful, 
specifically a section on ‘Health, healing and well-being’.
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