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  Healing, Francis MacNutt, PhD (1974, 2001)  

There is a mystery involved in healing, but it is the 
mystery of evil. Most traditional Catholics had little difficulty 
believing in divine healing, but found it difficult to believe 
that healing could be an ordinary, common activity of Chris-
tian life. Somehow it was much easier to believe that God 
could heal the sick through prayer than to believe that he 
would heal through my prayer. There may come a time when 
physicians will be sued for malpractice if they fail to prescribe 
prayer—thereby withholding a treatment proven to be effec-
tive against disease. The main motive for the explosive growth 
of Christianity in the first 3 centuries was primarily that pa-
gans were impressed that Christians healed the sick and cast 
out evil spirits.  

People are hungering and thirsting to know God in a 
direct, experiential way and the sick need healing just as much 
as they did in Christ’s day. When I first began praying for peo-
ple in 1967, it was seen as very unusual. The board suggested 
in 1969 that I resign as executive director because my promo-
tion of healing prayer might destroy the image of the organiza-
tion as a middle-of-the-road, solid Catholic group. 

Does God still heal? The most convincing human ar-
gument is always experience: Go back and tell John what you 
have seen and heard: the blind see again, the lame walk…and 
happy is the man who does not lose faith in me (Lk 7:22,23). 
The first persecution in the infant church was occasioned by 
the power of healing in the name of Jesus. Today, religious 
leaders are again being confronted, not by theories of theologi-
ans, but by the extraordinary healing that people—many of 
them “uneducated layman”—claim to have experienced. “Is 
this true?” “What shall we do about it?” 

For me it was no longer an option: if I could help the 
sick by my prayers, but would not, then I would be in danger 
of hearing, Insofar as you neglected to do this to one of the 
least of these, you neglected to do it to me (Mt 25:24). 

Today over 130 controlled studies investigating the 
effects of intercessory prayer have been carried out, and over 
half show statistical evidence that prayer has a significant pos-
itive effect. More than 250 studies show that religious practice 
that includes prayer promotes health. But my own experience 
leads me to conclude that healing is the most convincing 
demonstration to ordinary people that God is with us. It’s ex-
traordinary and ironic that the scientific world is opening up to 
belief in prayer, while many Christian theologians remain 
skeptical. 

Praying for the healing of our inner being will help as 
much as anything toward the creation of a just society.  
Friends of mine who have had the longest experience working 
with the oppressed are the most open to learn about prayer for 
inner healing. The Holy Spirit is moving in power to transform 
individuals, build community, and transform society. In the 
transformation of individuals, most were converted from at-
tempting to promote works of justice through purely human 
temporal and political means. Inner healing is seen to be a 
principal means of bringing about this interior transformation. 

Physical healing is also seen as being vitally important—espe-
cially among the poor, who are almost all sick. Traditional 
preaching about suffering has led people to an almost pagan 
view of God as handing out suffering. A God of love is hard 
for the people to see without the kind of healing ministry Jesus 
himself exercised. For me, most of the battle in learning to 
pray for healing was to accept that God would answer my 
prayers for physical needs in a human, physical way.  

One of the greatest losses the church has suffered has 
been her disbelief in the full heritage of healing power. This 
unbelief has come from prejudices against healing. “We want 
nothing to do with ‘faith healing;’ my sickness is a cross sent 
from God.” Nowhere in the gospels do we see Christ encour-
aging the sick to patiently endure their illness. On the con-
trary, he everywhere treats sickness as a manifestation of the 
kingdom of Satan which he has come to destroy.  

While I believed in the possibility of healing, I be-
lieved that only saints could do such things. And I was no 
saint. What I did not fully realize was the abundant goodness 
of God, who desires so much to heal the sick that he uses ordi-
nary people like myself. Dispensationalism emphasizes that 
healing of the sick takes place, primarily because God wants 
to make a point.  

When Jesus sent his disciple out to preach, he in-
structed them to cure the sick and to say, The kingdom of God 
near at hand (Lk 9 & 10). This is precisely what I see happen 
when a healing takes place. Christ seems closer. Healing is 
simply the practical application of the basic Christian message 
of salvation, a belief that Jesus means to liberate us from per-
sonal sin and emotional and physical sickness.  

Because the Hebrews did not think of human beings 
as being divided into body and soul, but as whole persons, 
when they spoke of salvation, they thought not only of saving 
souls, but of healing persons. And our person includes our 
body, feelings, and spirit.  

Mark was probably the earliest to set the gospel into 
writing. The healing acts of Jesus were themselves the mes-
sage that he had come to set us free; they were not just to 
prove that his message was true. His medium was his mes-
sage. Jesus calls his healings “works” rather than “miracles.” 
They are presented simply as the Good News in action. Heal-
ings were normal. The early Christians had the same power to 
preach, heal, and cast out demons that Jesus had. Lord, take 
note of their threats and help your servants to proclaim your 
message with all boldness by stretching out your hand to heal 
(Acts 4:29-30).  

A doctrine about healing without God’s power to 
heal is empty rhetoric. Perhaps this is why so much of today’s 
preaching impresses people as abstract and irrelevant. Prayer 
that expects something to happen because we have prayed for 
it implies that healing and liberation are missions of the 
church. The reason pagans accepted Christianity was not pri-
marily doctrine—our emphasis today—but a very simple en-
counter with power. The early Christians emphasized healing 
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and exorcism as the chief instrument of conversion. Ordinary 
people took the supernatural and miracles for granted; that was 
their starting point for conversion. The ordinary conversion 
followed from a healing. They were so impressed that they 
asked for the whole household to be baptized. Then came the 
teaching.  

The most vital force in Christian growth today is Pen-
tecostalism, which adds 40m followers every year. We still 
need healing as much as ever. Paul’s description of Jesus’ 
public ministry (Acts 10:37-38) emphasized what Jesus did, 
rather than what he said. The test of orthodoxy is not doctrine 
alone, for doctrine remains incomplete unless it is accompa-
nied by the power to make the doctrine come true (Jn 14:12). 

The attitude of most Christians today in regard to 
healing is more shaped by pagan thought than by Christianity, 
more the influence of Roman stoicism than the doctrine of the 
church’s founder. Every time Jesus met with evil, spiritual or 
physical, he treated it as an enemy. There are many more ac-
counts of how he healed the physically sick than of how he 
forgave sins. Jesus didn’t divide people into body and soul, 
but saw them as whole persons. The great growth of Christian-
ity in the first 3 centuries was due mainly to healing and exor-
cism. Most conversions were made by one-on-one contacts, 
not large evangelistic crusades--after all, Christians were per-
secuted.  

Pagans were presented with a simple choice: Accept 
the one true God and his son Jesus or remain oppressed by 
evil. The main factor in conversion was exorcism. Today vast 
throngs of people numbering in the hundreds of thousands in 
Africa, for example, attend crusades featuring healing evange-
lists. Platonic, Stoic, and Manichean thought infected spiritu-
ality. Under the influence of the Desert Fathers, severe asceti-
cism was held up as the model of Christian perfection. In 
these, the body is seen as an encumbrance, if not an enemy, to 
the spirit. 

Popular Catholic practice had conditioned many to 
expect the priest to prepare a patient for death—not to pray 
with him for life. Since praying for healing was no longer per-
formed by the living representatives of the church--the priests-
-the people turned to the saints to pray for their ailments. 
Protestants regarded healing shrines as mere popery and su-
perstition, so prayer for healing become even more rare among 
them than among Catholics. Prayers for material and physical 
needs were moved from the center of the life of the church and 
shunted aside into the area of popular devotion.  

The early church looked at health and healing as the 
ordinary response of a loving Father to his suffering children. 
This shifted to an attitude where suffering became regarded as 
a sign of God’s special benediction. Jesus tells his followers to 
bear their cross; yet, whenever he meets people who are sick, 
he reaches out and cures them. The cross that Jesus carried 
was the cross of persecution, the kind of suffering that comes 
from outside because of the wickedness of others who are evil. 
Nowhere do the gospels tell us that Jesus was ever physically 
ill. Sickness results from a corruption of our inner being. In his 

words and actions Jesus distinguishes between sickness (at-
tacking a person’s life and wholeness from within) and perse-
cution (attacking from without). Contrast the rejoicing of Jesus 
at persecution to his reaction to sickness and demonic posses-
sion. When it came time for Paul to boast of his sufferings for 
Christ, he did not mention his sickness, but rather the kind of 
suffering that comes from persecution and the labors inherent 
in his vocation. Although good can result from it, suffering is 
in itself the result of sin; it is only to be endured for the sake of 
the kingdom, not for its own sake.  

People ask whether they should pray for elderly peo-
ple who are ill, suffering from a terminal disease. We should 
pray for light as to whether we should ask God to take away 
the sickness or whether we should pray for a happy death—a 
passing to a deeper life with God. I counsel people to ask for 
guidance before leaping into healing prayers. By New Testa-
ment standards, it should be normative for Christians to pray 
for the removal of sickness rather than its acceptance.  

If we are reluctant to pray for healing, we imply ei-
ther that God doesn’t care or that God doesn’t act outside of 
ordinary, natural causes. Jesus’ willingness to violate the tradi-
tion of his religious authorities shows the strength of his com-
passion for the sick. Compassion was a stronger motivation 
for his actions than trying to prove his mission to the rigid 
leaders.   

If healing has meaning only as a sign and no value in 
its own right, then healing must be extrinsic to the gospel mes-
sage. But if the good news is that Christ came to save all peo-
ple, the power to save has to be there. We have too frequently 
turned the good news into good advice. We are tempted to 
preach law rather than grace. David Wilkerson formed Teen 
Challenge centers all across the country to cure drug addicts. 
More than 79% of the addicts who have submitted to his pro-
gram of prayer have come off drugs and stayed off—com-
pared to less than 5% in federal hospitals.  

Why do we feel we have to justify our asking God to 
make us well? Many Christians have such a fearful relation-
ship with God that they have taken Christ’s revelation of a Fa-
ther who brings healing and exchanged it for their own pagan 
conception of God as one who sends suffering as a punish-
ment.  

There is a kind of spiritual schizophrenia: Christian 
doctors and nurses work to make us well, obeying Christ’s 
commands to help the sick and needy. But preachers some-
times persuade the patient that acceptance of the cross is 
Christ’s basic message. Jesus established the kingdom of God 
through the power of healing and not only through preaching.  

While we believe that forgiveness of sins always 
takes place, we can see that physical healing apparently does 
not always happen. Forgiveness is not a visible phenomenon; 
healing is.  

I doubt whether I know all the circumstances re-
quired to pray rightly for a given person. Protestants began by 
rejecting Catholicism for what they conceived was its reliance 
on works for salvation. But now, for some Protestants, faith 
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has become the works they struggle to achieve. If we really 
believe that God makes himself responsible for the results of 
our prayer, we do our part, which is to pray, and then leave the 
results up to God. How can God get at our problems if we 
continue to hug them to ourselves? 

The “gift of faith” is a ministry-gift which God im-
parts at certain times to help us pray with no hesitation in our 
hearts and to know that healing will occur. We can always say, 
“I believe that God does heal, that he loves you and has the 
power to heal you. Let’s pray for healing, but I can’t predict 
exactly what will happen.” We are bound to have some doubts 
when we pray—not doubts about God, but about our own 
knowledge of God’s will in a particular situation. To pray in 
the name of Jesus means to pray as Jesus himself would pray.  

There are 2 models of praying for healing in scrip-
ture: a prayer of petition and (for a person who exercises the 
gift of healing) the prayer of command, which contains no ele-
ment of doubt in it. In the first we are speaking to God and in 
the latter, we speak for God.  

Faith means having “chutzpah,” or to “go for it.” 
Faith is spelled ‘R-I-S-K.’ It lies in setting out on the journey, 
not in being sure of exactly where we are going. My own ex-
perience indicates that a much larger percentage of persons 
obtain healing when we can spend time with them.   

Most people like simple solutions; they flee complex-
ity which annoys them as they move between the 2 poles of 
simplicity and complexity. That is why the world is led by 
those who are least suited to raising its cultural and moral 
standards, those who simplify. There is something in us that 
makes us want to find the right technique for every task, the 
right formula of prayer. One tendency is to treat all illnesses as 
cases of demonic oppression and to treat them by casting out 
demons. The danger comes when special inspiration is ele-
vated into a general principle. When universal laws are errone-
ously deduced from particular inspirations, grace becomes law 
all over again. I have seen so many process healings (i.e., 
those that took place over a period of time), so many delayed 
healings, that now I pray and entrust the results to God. The 
Lord does not answer prayer on a superficial level; he wants 
people to work back to the source of the problem. There was a 
day, when I was very young and knew a great deal more than I 
do now. I definitely believe it is God’s will to heal, but I can’t 
say absolutely what is or is not his will in a particular case.  

The primary disposition needed in the minister of 
healing is love. This book shows how scores of people were 
healed through simple exposure to the climate of faith and 
love. If to this faith and love there is added the warm sunshine 
of enthusiasm, humor and good cheer, there is nothing more to 
do. Serenity is a sign of trust and sureness. Healing is not so 
much a test of faith as the natural response to God’s generous 
love. It a transient grace, a passing movement of God’s Spirit 
working through me to help another suffering human being. 
This lack of control keeps me humble.  

Loving relationships are a powerful antidote to such 
deadly diseases as cancer and heart disease. In Japan, re-
searchers concluded that their emphasis on ‘the group’ was the 
key to health and long life.  

There are 3 kinds of sickness, each requiring its own 
kind of prayer: sickness of our spirit, caused by our own per-
sonal sin; emotional sickness (e.g. anxiety) caused by the emo-
tional hurts of our past; physical sickness in our bodies, caused 
by disease or accidents. In addition, any of these can be caused 
by demonic oppression, requiring a different prayer ap-
proach—prayer for exorcism. Thus, there are at least 4 basic 
prayer methods we must understand in order to exercise a 
complete healing ministry: 1) prayer for repentance (for per-
sonal sin) 2) prayer for inner healing (for emotional problems) 
3) prayer for physical healing (for physical sickness) 4) prayer 
for deliverance (exorcism of demonic oppression). In sum-
mary we can say that we should ask before praying for heal-
ing, What is the basic sickness (problem)? What is its basic 
cause? What kind of prayer or what kind of natural remedy, 
should we use? 

Much physical sickness has an emotional component. 
Jesus’ anger at sickness is much more appropriate than the re-
action of some later Christian writers who saw most sickness 
as redemptive. Consider praying for repentance or for inner 
healing first before praying for physical healing. Jesus first 
forgave the sins of the paralytic who was let down through the 
roof by his friends. Perhaps the sin needing forgiveness and 
the paralysis were interconnected. However, we have found 
that most sins do not block God’s healing power to the same 
extent as does lack of forgiveness. 

At one time it seemed that I was serving mainly as a 
referral service for psychiatrists and professional counselors, 
which could better handle the needs of suffering humanity. At 
the same time, however, psychiatrists were referring their pa-
tients to me for spiritual direction. My wife, Judith, used to 
work as a psychotherapist in one of the best psych units in the 
Boston area. 

I learned about inner healing through Mrs. Agnes 
Sanford, about the “healing of the memories,” as she termed it. 
I have found that this prayer for inner healing is usually per-
ceptibly answered. When it isn’t, I assume that we simply ha-
ven’t gotten to the bottom of the matter because: 1) There is a 
need for repentance, usually a need for the person to forgive 
someone who has hurt her. 2) There is a deeper, more basic 
hurt we have not yet discovered or reached. 3) There is also a 
need for deliverance.   

Inner healing is indicated whenever we become 
aware that we are held down in any way by the hurts of the 
past. This involves bringing to light the things that have hurt 
us and praying to ask the Lord to heal the binding effects of 
the hurtful incidents of the past. If a person has always felt un-
lovable or has always been restless or fearful, the need for in-
ner healing probably goes all the way back to the very earliest 
years of life.  
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In praying for physical healing, we often do well to 
ask the sufferer to make an act of faith, but in praying for in-
ner healing, our demands may only add to the sufferer’s feel-
ing of hopelessness. Assume that any faith required must 
come from you. An hour is an ideal amount of time: 45 
minutes to talk and 15 minutes to pray.  

There are questions that usually reveal the basic 
wound to pray for: 1) When did this all begin? Did you have a 
happy childhood? When did things first start to go wrong? 2) 
Do you have any idea why—what caused it? We then ask Je-
sus to walk back with us into the past while we picture, in as 
imaginative a way as possible, his healing of the principal 
emotional hurts the person sustained. We must be sensitive to 
see things as a child would. After the prayer for the healing of 
the hurt (the negative part), we pray for Jesus to fill up in a 
positive way whatever was missing in the person’s life.  

The first step in praying for physical healing is to lis-
ten to find out what to pray for. Really listen to the person 
who asks for prayer and to God who may share with us the 
true diagnosis when the person isn’t sure what is wrong. We 
learn to listen for the following: a) Whether or not to pray b) 
What to pray for. Laying on of hands is like God’s radiation 
treatment: the longer the sickness is held in the force-field of 
God’s love, the more the ailment shrinks. Concern and love 
are communicated far more by touch than by words alone. 
Visualize in a concrete way the desired effect of the prayer. 
‘Let this be done according to your will,’ not ‘if it be your 
will,’ which raises doubt. 

It is contrary to the teaching of the Bible and the 
Church to refuse to recognize the existence of demons and the 
need for exorcism. Many strange phenomena are most easily 
explained as demonic in origin. The gift of “discerning spirits” 
is for the purpose of making a judgment as to whether or not 
an evil spirit is present. This kind of prayer should be done 
working in conjunction with a psychiatrist; schizophrenia may 
be caused by demonic oppression. More psychiatrists and 
counselors are coming to recognize and experience the need 
for exorcism.  

If a person is oppressed by evil spirits, then a non-
formal exorcism--a prayer for deliverance--is in order. When a 
person has a problem of compulsive behavior in a particular 
part of his life—drug addiction, for instance—it may be an in-
dication that prayer for deliverance is needed to free the per-
son. When a person tries over a period of time to change but is 
unable to, even after doing everything possible to achieve self-
disciple, then either prayer for inner healing or prayer for de-
liverance (or both) may be the answer. The person asking for 
prayer often knows the problem is demonic and will tell you. 
When I ask an audience how many of them believe they have 
had a direct encounter with an evil spirit, about 1/3 usually 
raise their hands. If, after prayer, a person says, “I still have a 
feeling of being tied up inside, it may indicate a need for fur-
ther counseling, or more prayer for inner healing—or, possi-
bly, for deliverance.  

The activity of demons ordinarily tries to convince 
the afflicted person that he is unworthy, unlovable, doomed to 
failure, headed toward death and disaster, hated by God, and 
filled with irredeemable guilt. Whereas prayer for healing is 
addressed to God, a prayer of deliverance or exorcism is di-
rected to the oppressing demons. Whereas prayer for healing is 
ordinarily a petition, prayer for deliverance is a command. 

Like major surgery, prayer for deliverance should not 
be lightly suggested. The prayer should be in private, so as not 
to appeal to the curious, and done with a team, rather than 
alone. There should also be prayer immediately after the deliv-
erance to fill him with God’s love and grace. He should be 
taught to break the habitual behavior patterns that originally 
led to the demonic infestation. He should adopt a regular 
schedule of prayer, reading scripture, and become part of a 
Christian community.  

God is a mystery--and so are we. If we have received 
a word of discernment, say, “This idea has come to me,” or 
“May I share this with you?” This avoids the fear some may 
have that God is showing you something.  

Most illness affects us on every level of our being. 
Anger that is not dealt with, but has moved into chronic hostil-
ity and bitterness, leads to heart diseases and other ailments. 
For others, chronic sadness and despondency lead to a narrow-
ing of the arteries and eventual heart attack; despondency is as 
bad for our health as smoking several packs of cigarettes a 
day. With cancer and heart disease the number one killers in 
our industrial world, it appears that genuine religion should be 
a number one health factor in staving off disease! 

Jesus still commonly heals people when we pray. We 
need to take time to pray with people on all the several levels 
where they need healing. Find the most basic area where the 
person needs healing and pray for that. Often, people need 
bodily healing, spiritual healing, inner healing, and deliver-
ance—all of them. And that usually takes time. 

God’s ordinary will is that people will be healed un-
less there is some countervailing reason. There are some who 
do not seem to be healed until you touch specifically on the 
root incident that initiated the problem. Most traditional cul-
tures are very aware of the power of the curse and expect 
Christians to be able to bring healing by breaking these pow-
ers that produce sickness and even death.   

 
[It’s extraordinary and ironic that the scientific world 

is opening up to belief in prayer, while many Christian theolo-
gians remain skeptical. We have too frequently turned the 
good news into good advice. We are tempted to preach law ra-
ther than grace. There is something in us that makes us want to 
find the right technique for every task Serenity is a sign of 
trust and sureness.] 


