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SPIRITUAL HEALING

There has recently been much interest in the relationship between
science and religion, and how they combine to give us a ‘binocular’
perspective on things. One important phenomenon which has been
neglected in recent work is the concept of spiritual healing. This
edited collection explores a variety of approaches to spiritual healing
from different religious points of view, identifying both what it is
and how it works. The authors also explore the biological and
psychological processes, open to scientific enquiry, through which
healing may be mediated. As such, this book indicates the central
proposition that religious and scientific perspectives answer different
questions about healing, and there is not necessarily any conflict
between them.

fraser watts is a reader in theology and science at the Faculty of
Divinity, University of Cambridge. He is the editor of Creation, Law
and Probability (2008), Jesus and Psychology (2007) and The Dialogue
between Science and Religion (2006), and the author of Theology and
Psychology (2002). He is also an ordained minister in the Church of
England, and Vicar-Chaplain of St Edward’s Church in Cambridge.
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Preface

Spiritual healing is a topic that has been strangely neglected in the
academic literature. Most books on spiritual healing are written by
enthusiasts, and make no attempt to advance our understanding of it in
a dispassionate way. Spiritual healing is being increasingly widely prac-
tised, in both religious and non-religious contexts, and there is an urgent
need to understand it better.
The present book is a contribution from the joint perspectives of science

and religion. The dialogue between science and religion has become a rich
field of interdisciplinary enquiry in recent years. However, rather surpris-
ingly, spiritual healing is a topic that has so far been completely neglected
in that literature. That is all the more surprising as the related topic of
divine action has attracted particular attention. I hope that the chapters
of this book advance our understanding of spiritual healing from the
perspectives of both science and religious studies. The basic assumption is
that, if spiritual healing is to be understood, it is important not to neglect
the perspectives of either science or religion. It is implicit that neither
science nor religion can provide a complete account of spiritual healing
on their own. Some of the most interesting issues about spiritual
healing arise at the point where these two perspectives intersect.
This book had its origins in a three-day symposium, jointly chaired

by Sarah Coakley and me, which took place under the aegis of the
John Templeton Foundation’s Humble Approach Initiative. Thirteen
medical and social scientists, philosophers, and theologians met at
Queens’ College, Cambridge in January 2004 to consider a broad range
of issues raised about the concept of ‘spiritual healing’ and its relation
to conventional medicine. The discussion was sufficiently fruitful to
produce two books: this one, which focuses mainly on spiritual healing
as divine action; and a companion volume edited by Sarah Coakley,
Spiritual Healing: Science, Meaning and Discernment (Grand Rapids,
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Eerdmans, forthcoming), which focuses on healing as hermeneutics
and secondary causation.

Both editors are grateful to everyone who met at Queens’ College for
beginning to frame the issues. Many of the original participants have
contributed to one or other volume, but we are also pleased to have been
able to attract other authors who were willing to wrestle, from the
perspective of a variety of different disciplines, with the key issues that
spiritual healing raises. We are also grateful to the John Templeton
Foundation for its generosity in facilitating the exploration of the big
questions raised by a topic like spiritual healing, and helping to making
the fruits of that discussion available to a wider public.
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University of Cambridge

xiv Preface

www.cambridge.org/9780521197939
www.cambridge.org

