THE CLEANING LADY TO THE RESCUE:

POWER TO HEAL BODIES

By Gordon Dalbey
There are different kinds of spiritual gifts, but the same Spirit gives them. There are different ways of serving, but the same Lord is served.... The same Spirit gives faith to one person, while to another person he gives the power to heal. (1 Cor. 12:4,5,9)


Of all Holy Spirit's workings, none draws us so universally as His ministry of healing. We may not all share the same denomination, or even be "into religion." But we all have physical bodies, and when our bodies become ill or injured, we're definitely "into healing." 


The Apostle's above teaching notes that the gifts of the Spirit empower us to serve God. Certainly, a debilitating physical illness or injury can sorely limit or destroy your ministry of service, whether in peacemaking, social justice, or visiting a nursing home.


Although the Gospel accounts are literally filled with stories of Jesus' healing bodies supernaturally, many churches—even those who allow that Jesus did in fact heal 2000 years ago-- have denied that Holy Spirit heals today.


For the earliest believers, however, Jesus' healing ministry could not be separated from his identity as Messiah. Even after baptizing Jesus, John the Baptist was not convinced that he was the Christ. When John sent his disciples to ask, Jesus held up his physical healings as clear proof, even linking it explicitly with a social justice component in ministry to the poor:

Go back and tell John what you are hearing and seeing: the blind can see, the lame can walk, those who suffer from dreaded skin diseases are made clean, the deaf hear, the dead are brought back to life and the Good News is preached to the poor. How happy are those who have no doubts about me! (Matt 11:4-6)


Nevertheless, in my early ministry, I was anxious to "bleep over" the healing stories in the Bible. Such supernatural acts revealed the limits of my own natural power, and therefore, made me feel weak. To cover my shame, I seized upon popular, negative images of shouting revivalists and people fainting in hysterics. If that's what "Christian healing" is about, I reassured myself, then it's all a fraud. 


Certainly, if these sensationalists were the only Christians who had ever witnessed a physical healing through faith, the skeptics could get off the hook and go their way snickering. 

Significantly, however, the biblical accounts are not limited to the Gospels. 


In fact, the earliest followers of Jesus continued that ministry immediately after Holy Spirit had been poured out on them. At the outset of Acts, Peter and John heal a crippled beggar outside the temple; when they proclaim the power of God in Jesus Christ as the source of that healing, "Many who heard the message believed; and the number of men grew to about five thousand" (Acts 4:4). The very birth of the Christian Church—the first evangelical crusade, as it were--was thereby sparked by an act of physical healing.


We must therefore release the sensationalists long enough to ask the serious question, Did Jesus really heal broken bodies?--and its more serious counterpart, Does Holy Spirit still do that  even now, 2000 years later?


This question was settled dramatically for me as a pastor one Sunday after worship, when a parishoner asked me to come to the hospital and visit her mother, who was scheduled to undergo a series of difficult heart tests. I had a wedding later that afternoon, and decided to stop by the hospital for a brief visit beforehand.


Walking down the hospital corridor, I noted the relative quiet and inactivity characteristic of a Sunday, when many personnel are off-duty. I checked my watch and realized I had only about fifteen minutes for the visit.


As I entered the room, Jane (not her real name) was standing on one side of the bed where her mother lay, and a middle-aged lady stood on the other side. 


"Gordon!" Jane exclaimed amiably. "I'm so glad you're here. I want you to meet my mother, Mrs. Smith, and Sally, a very special friend of the family."


I'd never met either Jane's mother or Sally before, and had no idea of their religious orientation. As we greeted each other and chatted, the question soon arose within me as time drew short, Should I offer to pray?  


"Well," I began hesitantly, glancing at my watch and then looking at Mrs. Smith. "It's been nice meeting you and I...wonder if you might like, maybe...to say a prayer together before I leave?"


"Well, yes," she said quickly, with a trace of uneasiness.


"Alright," I offered gingerly, still uncertain as I sought to formulate a suitably non-threatening prayer in my mind. "Why don't we all just hold hands together, and we'll go ahead and pray?"


My confidence was bouyed as Jane took one of her mother's hands and Sally took the other. Moving closer, I was about to reach out and join hands with Jane and Sally when suddenly I heard a gentle but distinct knock on the door. Startled--and unnerved at being interrupted at such a tentative moment--I turned abruptly to see a short, dark-skinned lady wiping her hands on a water-splotched apron, a mop handle beside her.


"Ex-cooz," she said haltingly, pushing a gray curl from the side of her face. "I am clean lady. Come to clean room."


Exasperated, I drew myself up with polite restraint. "We were just going to pray, if you don't mind!"


"Oh," said the cleaning lady matter-of-factly, setting her mop aside. Thinking she was going away and simply leaving her mop for when she returned later, I turned back to our prayer circle. To my astonishment and dismay, however, she promptly stepped up to the bedside between Sally and myself, and quietly bowed her head.


Exasperated, I realized at once that I had no choice but to stuff my consternation and proceed with the prayer, holding hands not only with Jane on my left, but with the cleaning lady on my right as well. With a controlled sigh, I reached out and took Jane's hand, then reluctantly but resolutely, extended my arm to the cleaning lady. Involuntarily, I twitched as her hand--cold and damp from her work--took mine.


"God who loves us," I began as usual, and then fell strangely silent. In a flash, I saw my ugly fear of "not performing well" and the awful pride that prompted it.


Oh, God! I cried out quietly in my heart. Forgive me!

In that moment, I was aware that the cleaning lady's hand had become strangely warm. Catching myself, I began again.


"God who loves us," I said once more aloud, an unusual sense of conviction rising in my voice; "we thank you that you love Mrs. Smith even more than any one of us here, and that your power is greater than anything we can do or imagine ourselves."


I paused, uncertain but determined, as a feeling of freedom and power swept over me. "Lord," I continued, "touch Mrs. Smith's heart right now."


In that moment, thoughts of prayer sprang into my mind--words so bold, so outrageous, that it took some effort to restrain them. As I did, other thoughts crowded in: What in the world would everyone here think of me if I dared pray like that? They'd all dismiss me as a crackpot. The word would get around the church and...


On the other hand, I'd never met Mrs. Smith or Sally before, and might never see them again. Jane and I were close enough that I knew she wouldn't say anything about it if I asked her not to. Actually, I had nothing to lose...and Mrs. Smith might gain a lot. A glance at the clock showed I had less than a minute. 


The warmth in my right hand increased, and I decided to go with it.


"God who loves us," I proclaimed: "In the name of Jesus, I crush any hardness in Mrs. Smith's heart and in all her arteries, and I ask you, Lord, to flush it all out of her system by the power of your Spirit. And in the name of Jesus, I speak to her heart muscles, the arteries around them, and all the nerves to them, and I say, Be strengthened, be restored, be made whole again, by the power of the God who created you. Let the blood flow freely and freshly through all her blood vessels, and let the Spirit of the Living God fill her heart."


Startled by my own boldness, I paused and took a deep breath. Lord, what have I done? Quickly, I stole a peek around our circle--and all the others still had their eyes closed and heads bowed. No one was sneaking disgusted looks at each other, sighing impatiently, or ready to bolt. Relieved, I turned back to the prayer.


"Lord, we...uh...thank you for your love and...for all that you're doing even now for Mrs. Smith." I paused as a surprising sense of peacefulness rushed over me. Realizing I had nothing else to say--and that I needed to be leaving for the wedding--I squeezed the hands on either side.


"Amen," I said finally, looking up and dropping hands.


A strange quietness had settled upon us all.


Oh, no! I thought. You really blew it this time. They all think you're nuts. "Well," I declared quickly, backing for the door. "It's been great meeting you all and I...uh, I have to get on to a wedding soon, so I'd better be going. Good to see you again, Jane. Nice to meet you Mrs. Smith, Sally."


Turning to go, I saw the mop and bucket against the door--and stopped. Uncomfortably, I stepped over to the cleaning lady and hesitated.


To my surprise, tears were streaming down her face.


"Um...thank you," I managed.


She nodded, smiling brightly.


Then waving clumsily to the others, I turned and left.


Driving to the wedding, I puzzled over what had happened. Should I have given in to the impulse to pray so unusually like that? At any rate, it was done. Now what would happen? Maybe I should call Jane later and apologize for going off on a tangent in my prayer. Still, Mrs. Smith had agreed to pray, and nobody seemed upset afterward. Confused, maybe...


As the church and bridal limousine came into view, I sighed. "Lord, I place all my worries about this in your hands, and trust you to show me if there's anything else for me to do with Jane and her mother."


Several days later, Jane called me at the church. 


"Oh, Jane….well, hello," I offered tentatively, realizing I hadn't thought about her or her mother since the hospital visit.


"I wanted to get back to you on my mother's situation," she said, a strangely uncertain tone in her voice. "And I need to ask you about when you prayed for her."


Oh, no! I thought. Here it comes!

"Well, of course...I'm...glad you called," I said, attempting a casual but concerned tone, and shifting to the edge of my chair. "What...I mean, how's your mother doing?"


"Well, it's all...very strange, actually," she replied. "Nobody quite understands it, but after the test, the doctor told Mother that her heart was like a baby's--strong and healthy."


With a start, I slumped back in my chair. "What?" I exclaimed--and then, catching myself, "What...do you mean?"


"All I know is that Mother's been on heart medication for twenty years," Jane replied, a mixture of elation and confusion. "But the doctor just took her off all of it and said there's no reason for her to be taking anything. Of course, Mother's really happy. Of course, we're all...thrilled. Surprised, for sure. But...really thrilled."


She paused, waiting for my response. But I could only sit there, speechless. "So...could you maybe just tell me, what happened with that prayer? I mean, what did you do?"


Fumbling, I thanked her for getting back to me, then added, "Frankly, I have to say it seems like God did some healing in your mother."


Another pause. "Yeah,...it sure seems like that," Jane allowed. And then, as I sat there stunned and elated, we said good-bye.


After years of reflecting on this and other experiences since, I offer several conclusions about prayer for physical healing.


1. God still heals bodies today through Holy Spirit, even as the ancient biblical accounts.


Both my Harvard seminary training and its liberal/universalist tradition holds that such healing does not occur today, nor did it occur in fact as the biblical accounts describe. Rather, such stories are merely symbolic tales, as myths, designed only to communicate ideas and values. To note that Jesus "healed the blind," for example, means only that he helped those with limited intellectual understanding to "see" otherwise difficult concepts. 


Liberals and evangelical “dispensationalists” become bedfellows at this point, for the latter also hold that healing does not occur today. Yes, they say, it happened in the past, but any healings and similar supernatural phenomena claimed today by pentecostals are rooted in a false spirituality and not truly Christian.


Seeing God heal bodies, however, led me to grant increasing authority not only to the healing stories in the Bible, but to its teaching as well. Far from "conservative" fears of entertaining a false spirituality, or "liberal" fears of abandoning social justice ministries, the convincing reality of healing prayer has led me to grant greater authority not only to the Living, Risen Jesus Christ, but to the Scriptures and to His ministry of social justice described therein.


2. Healing through prayer proceeds upon God's design, and not our own. 

Healing prayer is not about mastering a healing technique, but rather, deepening relationship with the living, acting God. 


Indeed, Jesus uses many different "methods." On one occasion, healing results from the sick person's faith (Matt. 9:22); on another, from his friends' faith (Matt. 9:2). Sometimes, it requires driving out a demon (Matt. 9:33). Another time, healing is connected to the sins of the sick one (Matt. 9:2).


Often, Jesus says nothing whatsoever about sin (Matt. 8:2-4). Indeed, he declares of one blind man, "His blindness has nothing to do with his sins or his parents' sins. He is blind so that God's power might be seen at work in him" (John 9:3). In some cases, Jesus just speaks the word and the person is healed (Matt. 8:3); in the latter case of blindness, he applies a mixtue of mud and spit to the eyes, and in fact, two treatments are required for the complete healing.


Certainly, my prayer with Mrs. Smith is a case in point. 


The coming of the cleaning lady in that moment on that Sunday afternoon was so unusual as to confirm that God had orchestrated the "healing procedure" entirely according to the unique demands of that particular situation. Clearly, she was instrumental in opening the door to Holy Spirit. First, I needed to be humbled and get out of God's way--that is, to confess my own powerlessness in order to receive and minister God's power. 


God wanted to heal Mrs. Smith's heart, and chose that occasion to do it. The words I spoke simply reflected the procedure which God "showed" me in my mind, as it were, before I spoke them. 


The flesh, however, is not easily convinced. After Mrs. Smith's heart was healed, I was chafing to run out and pray for other heart patients exactly as I had prayed for her. 

Soon afterwards, in fact, an aging parishoner of mine had a stroke and her husband was crushed. Anxious to comfort the husband --and to demonstrate this wonderful healing power that I'd discovered--I laid hands on the woman's head and right away prayed that, as with Mrs. Smith, to crush any obstructions in her arteries. I called her husband the next day, expecting great reports.


"Well," he began hesitantly, "actually, I'd have to say she's worse off now."


Devastated, embarrassed, I apologized profusely for any misjudgements on my part. After hanging up, I fell to my knees and asked God what had gone wrong. “Did you ask Me how to pray?” I immediately sensed God asking me. Convicted, I repented. As I prayed further, I eventually sensed deep lifelong emotional wounds in the lady, and adjusted my prayers accordingly. Over the next few weeks she became slightly more alert and responsive to her family, and shortly thereafter, she died peacefully.


Similarly, MacNutt tells the story of a Christian friend who saw the Holy Spirit heal, and promptly ran into a hospital, laying hands on every patient. No one, however, was healed, and when he complained to God, he heard, “Did you ask me if I wanted to heal that person at this time, or whether you were the person I wanted to use for that?”


3. The process of healing through prayer cannot be separated from its purpose.


God's ultimate purpose for us is to draw us so close as to reflect the divine image. This is the work of Holy Spirit, who "transforms us into (God's) likeness in an ever greater degee of glory" (2 Corinth. 3:18). The ultimate healing for us human beings is to become one with God. After all, even those biblical persons whom Jesus healed, eventually died.


Christians understand that the way for us to unite with God is through Jesus Christ. The purpose of healing prayer, therefore, is to draw us to Jesus, by witnessing to his presence and power. "The Lord himself first announced this salvation," as Hebrews declares,

and those who heard him proved to us that it is true. At the same time, God added his witness to theirs by performing all kinds of miracles and wonders and by distributing the gifts of the Holy Spirit according to his will (Heb. 2:4)


Certainly, physical healing reflects the wonderful kindness of God. Wonderful as that may be, however, it only hints at the larger, ultimate kindness in drawing us toward God. Healing prayer, therefore, serves God's purposes insofar as it leads us to give up on our human power in order to receive God's power. 


Holy Spirit, after all--who witnesses the power and love of God through Jesus unto all generations--was poured out only after the crucifixion. The ultimately healed, resurrected body came only after Jesus offered his physical body as a sacrifice to be broken. The pains of the flesh can be awful indeed, but God's "medicine" for healing often requires such willingness to be broken for God's sake.


This doesn't mean that God sends illness to bear as a cross. Nowhere do we read that Jesus laid such a burden upon any sick person. Rather, it means that the ultimate divine purpose for our lives is brought about not by healing our bodies alone, but by bringing us to the cross--where our proud human nature is broken unto death in order to receive God's nature unto life eternal.


4. While sickness may not be the result of any sin on the part of the sick person, a major purpose of God's healing is to bring us into an awareness of our sinful condition.


Our sin separates us from God, and Jesus came to lay himself down and bridge that terrible gap. The primary attitude which re-connects us with God is humble repentance--which we can dare enter into because Jesus shows us God's extreme compassion and mercy. We need not fear being destroyed as we confess our wrongdoing; because of Jesus, we can hope for new life precisely as we do.


Thus, Paul chided the Romans for regarding themselves as deserving: "(D)o you presume upon the riches of (God's) kindness and forbearance and patience? Do you not know that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?" (Rom. 2:4RSV). 


Jesus was therefore dismayed when only one of ten lepers healed by his word returned to give thanks (Luke 17:17). Indeed, he states clearly that God's major purpose and hope in healing us is that we would turn away from our pride:

How terrible it will be for you, Chorazin! How terrible for you too, Bethsaida! If the miracles which were performed in you had been performed in Tyre and Sidon, the people there would have put on sackloth and sprinkled ashes on themselves, to show that they had turned from their sins! (Matt. 11:21)


The response which God seeks from us to divine healing is not, "Eureka! I've discovered the technique!" or even "At last! This proves I didn't do anything wrong to deserve my illness!" Rather, God hopes we’ll be overwhelmed by such mercy, fall on our knees and cry out, "Thank you for healing a sinner like me!" And then, forgiven, we rise to walk out our divine calling.


King David modeled this humble response when, after his many sins, God nevertheless promised to establish his kingdom eternally on earth. Convicted of his sin, David could have refused God's grace, withdrawn from exercising any godly authority, and lived out his life truncated by shame and self-pity. But instead, he fell on his knees and praised God: 

Sovereign Lord! I instead, he humbly proclaimed the goodness of God am not worthy of what you have already done for me, nor is my family. Yet now you are doing even more, Sovereign Lord; you have made promises about my descendants in the years to come. What more can I say to you! You know me, your servant. It was your will and purpose to do this; you have done all these great things in order to instruct me. How great you are, Sovereign Lord! There is none like you; we have always known that you alone are God. (1 Sam. 7:18-22)

When God gives you His gift of healing, don’t give it back. Receive it. Let it remind you of who God is—and let Him use your healed body for His larger purposes.


5. Healing prayer is not magic, but rather, an effort to draw closer to the God of love and mercy.


Healing power is not intrinsic to some particular magic words, but only to the God who inspires the direction which the words merely reflect. Nor is healing power intrinsic to any visual images. 


The early healing prayer movement, as represented in Agnes Sanford and others, often focused its efforts on formulating a visual image of health in your mind to replace that of the person's current illness. To pray for a crippled child, for example, you had to picture in your mind that child with altogether healthy legs, running and playing sports with other children. Thus, you demonstrate your faith in the child's healing, and God, apparently, is obliged to follow through on your vision. 


The great danger in such an approach, however, is that it easily eliminates God's personality and purpose from the healing process. Indeed, it shifts the burden of healing to your own human faculties, allowing you to conclude that the person prayed for was healed not because God is gracious, but rather, "because I held the positive image in my mind."


Certainly, the Bible records many instances in which people had images of God's intention in their minds. For example, Peter "sees" the various "unclean" foods arrayed above him before the "unclean" Gentile Cornelius comes to ask his prayer (Acts 10). But again, the purpose of this image is to draw Peter closer to God through repentance, because it leads him to realize that he has proudly regarded himself as better in God's sight than any Gentile.


A vision from God, such as Peter's, is not the same as a humanly-contrived mental picture. Rather than conjure our image of how we want the sick person to be, we must first surrender ourselves and the sick person to God, and seek God’s vision or plan.


If no vision comes, we must faithfully resist the impulse to manufacture one of our own. Even if a vision does come, we cannot assume outright that it has come from God and speak it immediately. 


Rather, a simple check on whether a vision is from you or from God, is to pray with several others and wait to see if they receive a similar image or sense of confirmation. This complies with the biblical injunction that whenever some would offer anything as a "message from God," then "others are to judge what they say"  (1 Corinth. 14:29).


Insofar as healing through prayer is a work of the Spirit, it is a function of the Body of Christ, not individual believers. We must therefore trust God's healing design will be revealed in several persons as confirmation. In this present age, when God's messages to us must be filtered through our broken human nature, we "see through a glass darkly (1 Corinth. 13:12)" at best. That humble confession is our best safeguard against rash miscues.


The "success" of our prayers for physical healing cannot, therefore, be judged by our human expectations. Often, I pray and people are not healed. In those times, I'm left with many questions, and often, great frustration. 


Yet the God who allows painful, even deadly brokenness in this world is the only one who can save us from its eternal effects. 


Meanwhile, therefore--as long as I live and breathe in this world--I will continue to surrender myself further to God, seeking Holy Spirit's ministry for others whose bodies are broken. For indeed, it is Holy Spirit "who reveals the truth about God" (John 14:17. Whether or not our prayer leads to the physical healing we seek, therefore, I trust that in the very exercise of praying together, both of us will be drawn closer to God--and in that ultimate sense, healed.

