Prayer, healing, and God-with-us

Josh Wallace

Seven weeks into the COVID-19 pandemic, I was called to a hospital bed-
side. Tina, an aged member of Prairie North Mennonite Church (PNMC),
was dying. So, masked and gowned and sanitized, I sat beside her.

Through tears, Tina voiced thanksgiving. She gave thanks for the hos-
pital, for her children, for my visit. Most of all, she gave thanks for prayer:
“You always taught us to say the Lord’s Prayer. I'll never forget that.” That
particular prayer—QOur Father who art in heaven—was her stay amid heart
failure and an aging mind, the roar and crash of coronavirus reports and
changing protocols. “We prayed it every Sunday.”

I sat at Tina’s bedside, wishing that I could reach out to hold her
hand.

Instead, minding the hospital’s protocols, I read Scripture. I told her
how her congregation loved her, how Jesus loved her. And we prayed. We
prayed the words Jesus taught us. We prayed for her children. We prayed
because we knew death was near.

The Epistle of James concludes its wisdom for the suffering with ex-
hortation to prayer:

Are any among you suffering? They should pray. . . . Ave any
among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church
and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the
name of the Lord. The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the
Lord will raise them up. (5:13-15)

I did not pray for Tina to be raised up—at least not this side of resurrec-

tion. Instead, I prayed that she know that Jesus was near and that he is
kind. Ten days later, Tina died.

Horizons of hope

My prayers rarely expect healing. This horizon of expectation finds af-
firmation in the widely used Minister’s Manual. In a section pointedly
placed after liturgical forms for burying the dead and mourning tragedy,
prayers for healing appear carefully hedged as a way of committing suffer-
ing to God rather than a means of physical healing. The liturgy is styled
as “historic symbolic acts,” which may yet be “meaningful.” Through the
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reminder of the community’s care or of God’s compassion, the manual
notes, “healing sometimes follows because of the peace of spirit and cli-
mate of love.”! Significantly, in the “Private Anointing of the Sick,” hope
for healing is voiced only once, and then rather obliquely.?

I feel at home with this way of praying and hoping. Expectations are
not raised too high. All the disorder that attends hope and longing is
sufficiently managed. This sort of prayer abides by protocol; it keeps hope
in check.

Alan Kreider, in The Patient Ferment of the Early Church, portrays prayer
beyond what I or the Minister’s Manual usually expect. Within a rich ac-
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Kreider summarizes this early Christian prayer as “gutsy and practi-
cal, passionate and immediate.”” These early Christians met their own
illnesses, hardships, and personal tragedies with prayer, but they also were

“enabled . . . to do joyfully the risky things . . . to travel to new places, to
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touch plague victims, to see enemies as potential brothers.”® Early Chris-
tian prayer was no magic. Often those who prayed continued to suffer;
some succumbed to disease, loss, tragedy. But Christians persisted in
prayer because these prayers made a difference, to the extent that Chris-
tians “became known to their contemporaries as healers.”

Some early Anabaptists prayed fervently, seemingly within a similar
horizon of expectation. C. Arnold Snyder narrates one such account of a
1545 clandestine meeting of Anabaptists near Strasbourg. The gathering
climaxed in communal prayer, where the believers “prayed with great ear-
nestness, with cries and tears.” Other Anabaptists were reported “‘falling
on their faces’ during prayer,” sometimes with “great sighing and weep-
ing.”1°

A subtle redirection of expectation, however, took place over the cen-
turies. The early Christians requested and expected of God physical heal-
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me in Thy ways; . . . O Lord, strengthen me.” Joost also requested this
inward strength for himself: “The Lord strengthen me by His Holy Spirit
unto the end of my life.”" In a 1571 letter, Paul Glock, also imprisoned,
requests prayer that God keep him “faithful and true,” just as he earlier
exhorted his wife, Else, in the pattern of Gethsemane: ““Watch and pray
so that you may not fall into temptation.” Be firm and immovable for our
work is not in vain in the Lord.”*

These are prayers for supernatural intervention but not for the break-
ing of prison bonds. Instead, in the words of Hans Schlaffer’s prison
prayer, they seek only “the necessary valor to drink the cup.”®® Even when
praying for the princes and magistrates who imprisoned him, his prayer
remains keyed to the subjective: that God “would enlighten them . . . that
they may not wrongly shed innocent blood.”'® The expected site of inter-
vention is the self, the heart—not the world.

Prayers for the heart

Christian ethicist Kelly Johnson sketches many of our contemporary
ways of praying under the broad heading “Prayer and Our Habits of Ex-
change.”'” We have prayer as welfare application, filled out and submitted
to the divine bureaucracy, or prayer as a grant application sent to the
divine philanthropist. Others resort to prayer as bargaining with God,
trying to cut a deal on the promise to go to church every Sunday, reform
a bad habit, stay on the straight and narrow.

A fourth model perhaps traces the path most closely from the ear-
ly modern Anabaptists to the liturgical forms of the Minister’s Manual:
prayer as therapy. It aims at the transformation of self, not the world. In
this mode, “Prayer is not about getting something from God, but about
encouraging oneself to obey God, about changing the self.”!®
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The gathered prayers of PNMC, Tina’s congregation, echo this ther-
apeutic turn. The habitually expected locus of God’s activity is internal,
subjective. Listening through twelve months’ recorded congregational
prayers, I am overwhelmed by this consistent concern, requesting “a heart
of grace,” “power to change our deepest habits, hurts, and hang-ups,” ask-

ing God to “open our eyes and ears,” to

Where does God “strengthen us” and “lift us up that we
work? In these might aspire to greater things.” Where

does God work? In these prayers, PNMC

prayers, Prairie
expects God to work in our hearts.

North Mennonite

Church expects During a “moment for children” in

the service, Angie, the adult leader, tries
to take a picture of the kids with her cell
phone, but the battery is dead. It needs
to be recharged. She asks the kids how people can get recharged when

God to work in our
hearts.

they feel worn out. Just like we plug in our phones, she explains, we can
“also plug into God to recharge.” How! “If we're faithful to the Lord by
praying and going to his Word,” she says, “we find that God recharges us
as well.” Hank, in another children’s moment, compares prayer to “exer-

”19

cise for our spiritual selves.”"® Prayer works on the self.

Prayer and God-with-us

PNMC’s prayers also hint at something more. A pastor friend jokingly
calls sharing and prayer time “organ recital”; this is also true of PNMC’s
regular sharing of prayer requests. In three years of prayer requests, more
than two-thirds petition God about broken hips, cancer, premature births,
and deaths. What are PNMC’s members hoping for in these requests?
This is difficult to trace, in part, due to PNMC'’s liturgical pattern.
Members offer “thanksgivings and concerns,” but it is the pastor who
translates them into praises and petitions. The congregation’s expecta-
tions are overwritten in this process. Do they expect miracles! Do they, as
Kreider claims of the early Christians, expect “successful, prayerful com-
bat with demonic forces”—including empires and plagues?®® Or do they

19 These accounts draw on fieldwork and archival research conducted at Prairie North
Mennonite Church between 2017 and 2019.

20 Kreider, Patient Ferment, 109.
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offer up petitions, like Johnson pictures, where “no one is tempted to
look out the window to see if the world has changed”?*!

Tina’s deathbed thanksgiving for PNMC’s regular, corporate recita-
tion of the Lord’s Prayer hints at her prayerful expectation, expectation
formed by decades praying with PNMC. Full of pain, confused, concerned
for family, Tina returned to the simple invocation of “Our Father.” Tina
clung to the promise of God’s nearness, of God’s tenderness. These words
reassured her that God loved her and was close by.

Johnson offers a final model of prayer, one from beyond our habits of
exchange and consumption. This is prayer, she says, as “a kind of encore.”
In Tina’s long life within PNMC, she had heard again and again God’s
kindness. She had come to know God as one who welcomes her as daugh-
ter, who provides daily bread, who delivers from evil. And now, with these
words Jesus taught her, she “prays for God to do again what God has been
doing.”?* This, for Tina, is the gift of prayer: asking God again for what
God delights to do.

The prayers of PNMC certainly, at times, bargain and barter with
God. Many other times, they focus mainly on the self, the “strengthening
of heart.” But alongside and below these ways of praying runs a more
fundamental orientation to God’s love and God’s presence. In asking for
healing with a “prayer of faith,” the congregation expects most of all that
God be present and kind—what God already has been for them. In God-
with-them, members of PNMC find hope even in the midst of illness,
hurt, and death.
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