Prayers for Wholeness — Jun. 16, 2024
4th Sunday after Pentecost (James 5:13-20)

13 Are any among you suffering? They should pray. Are any cheerful? They should sing songs of
praise. 14 Are 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. 15 The prayer of faith will save
the sick, and the Lord will raise them up, and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven.
16 Therefore confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, so that you may be
healed. The prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective. 17 Elijah was a human like us, and
he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on
the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and the heaven gave rain, and the earth yielded its
harvest.19 My brothers and sisters, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and is brought
back by another, 20 you should know that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will
save the sinner’s soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins. (NRSVUE)

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, deeply integrated health and
wellness into his ministry. It is not well-known, but during his time at Oxford,
Wesley showed exceptional dedication to science, with an enduring interest in the
field of medicine.

In 1747, he published a health care handbook entitled Primitive Physick, Or an
Easy and Natural Method of Curing Most Diseases. This book was remarkably
popular throughout the 18th century, with twenty-three editions printed by the time
of Wesley’s death in 1791. Wesley’s concern went beyond spiritual well-being to
include physical health, especially among the poor. Wesley believed that everyone
should have access to information about improving their health. During a time
when medical attention was a luxury only the wealthy could afford, Wesley’s book
allowed people to self-treat at home in very affordable ways.

Wesley consistently highlights the significance of lifestyle changes, which remain
as crucial today as they were in his time. In the introduction, he especially
emphasizes the importance of diet, exercise, sleep, and faith. Let me share three of
his pieces of advice for healthy living. | will paraphrase them for a 21st century
audience:
(1) Nothing contributes more to health than moderation and simple food,
combined with proper exercise.
(2) Eat your lightest meal between six and seven in the evening; go to bed early
and wake up early.
(3) Above all else, remember to pray. Prayer is the most vital remedy.



It goes on and on. Wesley believed that physical health is a valuable gift from God
and is greatly important, just as spiritual health is. He closes the preface of
Primitive Physick with these words: “The love of God often becomes the ultimate
cure for all forms of suffering caused by uncontrolled desires. The divine love
tempers such desires, nurturing a sense of joy and happiness, coupled with a
profound peace and calmness of mind. The love of God becomes the most
powerful among all the means of wellness and long life.”*

Wesley emphasized both personal and social healing and transforming processes,
which can be done by God’s sanctifying grace and human participation.? No
wonder personal spiritual growth, social justice (which is God’s wish for the
creation and therefore an embrace and manifestation of faith), and health-related
ministries have been a cornerstone of the Methodist churches both locally and
globally from the very beginning.

What we read this morning is James’ final advice to the community of faith.
James invites his listeners to have a vision of becoming a loving, caring, and
healing community. James was confident that such a community begins with
prayer, because prayer is the most powerful resource for Christian individuals and
communities.

“Are you happy? Sing songs of praise.”
“Are any among you suffering, in trouble, hurting? You should pray.”

James especially invites the community of faith to call the elders to pray over them
and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord. The Letter of James becomes
one of the essential Biblical foundations for early Christians’ healing ministry of
anointing with oil. Notice that James is not talking about individual “faith-healers”
with a special gift of healing, but the elders of the faith community. The elders
represent the community’s willingness to care for one another, especially for the
sick.® And from the beginning, James invites people to pray for not only physical
healing but also spiritual healing or forgiveness of sins.

1 John Wesley, Primitive Physick (adapted)
2 They are also called personal sanctification (personal holiness) and social sanctification (social holiness).
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James said, “The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up,
and anyone who has committed sins will be forgiven.” It is not surprising if we
understand that sozo, a New Testament Greek word, is the root of the word healing,
salvation, and wholeness. Sozo can be interchangeably translated, meaning either
healing, salvation, or wholeness.

That’s why the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) says, “The prayer of faith
will save the sick ....” The New International Version (NIV) of the same verse is
as follows: “The prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well. . ..” Can
you see the difference? Let me also read the Message translation: “Believing-
prayer will heal you, and Jesus will put you on your feet. And if you’ve sinned,
you’ll be forgiven—healed inside and out.” Biblical healing goes beyond the
physical; it encompasses a path to wholeness and salvation.

As Elijah showed that a righteous person’s prayer is powerful and effective, James
confidently invites the community of faith to pray earnestly, following God’s lead
together as a loving, caring, and healing community. James believed that how we
live before God is deeply connected to how God responds to our prayers.

Such practices continued throughout the church’s history. The United Methodist
Book of Worship also includes Healing Services and Prayers. The Book of
Worship also mentions that the root of the word healing in New Testament Greek,
sS0z0, is the same as that of salvation and wholeness. It says, “Spiritual healing is
God’s work of offering persons balance, harmony, and wholeness of body, mind,
spirit, and relationships through confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation.
Through such healing, God works to bring about reconciliation between God and
humanity, among individuals and communities, within each person, and between
humanity and the rest of creation.”

The Book of Worship clarifies that healing is not magic but is the great mystery of
God's love. It says, “God does not promise that we will be cured of all illnesses;
and we all must face the inevitability of death. A Service of Healing is not
necessarily a service of curing, but it provides an atmosphere in which healing can
happen. The greatest healing of all is the reunion or reconciliation of a human
being with God.”
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Not only pastors, but the whole people of God are called to become and grow as a
loving, caring, and healing community of faith. We are channels of God’s love
and grace.

We should not deny or perceive limits on God’s mysterious power that brings
physical cure through prayer or medical process. But, at the same time, we need to
humbly accept that God’s healing is not limited to physical cure. God’s healing is
much bigger, broader, and more profound. God heals, saves, and makes us whole.
God’s healing restores our relationships with God and one another. Healing brings
peace and reconciliation. Healing changes the community’s attitude and behavior
toward the poor and the marginalized. A congregation is also doing healing
ministry when it challenges social injustice.

We are called to live as channels of God’s healing power. Although we are broken,
weak, and wounded, God makes our wounds and pains God’s healing sources for
those who are lost in the dark valleys of their sufferings.

God calls us to pray for one another in the spirit of a loving, caring, and healing
community of faith. Prayer is God’s gift through which we gradually become
aware of the gentle hand of the great Physician who is working in our hearts and
our community of faith. When we pray, God will also be glad that we are opening
God’s gift, God’s blessing box, finally.

Everything begins with prayer. Prayer is God’s amazing gift that makes us whole.
Thanks be to God. Amen!



