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Now in Jerusalem by the sheep gate, there is a pool, called in Hebrew Beth-


zatha, which has five porticoes.  In these lay many invalids – blind, lame, and


paralyzed.  One man was there who had been ill for thirty-eight years.  When 


Jesus saw him lying there and knew that he had been there a long time, he said to 


him, “Do you want to be made well?” (John 5:2-6)


The recent Carnegie Foundation Study Educating Clergy reflects on the nature of theological education in the twenty-first century.
  Deeply insightful and broad in scope, Educating Clergy explores the educational, spiritual, experiential, and contextual practices necessary to foster professional excellence in today’s ministers.  However, one important aspect of the minister’s life and theological education is missing in this otherwise comprehensive text – the overall well-being of pastors.  Although the authors may have believed that pastoral well-being fits neatly under the category of spiritual formation, not once did they mention the importance considering issues of health, lifestyle, diet, stress, relationships, or embodiment in the theological education of clergy.  As a seminary professor and clergy spiritual formation and wellness consultant, I believe that a congregational leader’s overall well-being is, in the long run, as essential for congregational health and vitality as the pastor’s command of Greek and Hebrew, biblical interpretation and exegesis, sermon preparation, and church history.  

In this essay, I want to explore how ministers and church leaders can be “healed healers.”  By virtue of their ordination, today’s ministers wear the ancient shamanic mantle.  Long ago, their spiritual parents encountered the Holy in life-transforming ways, faced literal and symbolic death in the course of their spiritual adventures, found healing in the midst of crisis, and then conveyed the healing power of these insights to their communities.  In Marcus Borg’s words, today’s ministers are called to be “spirit persons,” who can mediate and inspire spiritual experiences in their communities.

Where persons visit their pastors, they are often in search of healing of body, mind, spirit, and relationships.  They believe that their pastor can provide a healing word or suggest a practice that will transform their lives even in the context of issues that cannot be changed –  diagnosis of a terminal illness, loss of a loved one, or chronic illness.  Parishioners seek spiritual healing, even when they no longer expect a physical cure.  How can pastors mediate God’s aim at healing at healing, wholeness, and beauty to their parishioners, when they give little or no attention to their own personal and relational healing and wholeness?  Over the years, I have asked many seminarians and pastors the question that Jesus asked the man at the pool, “do you want to be well?  Do you want to experience vitality of mind, body, and spirit?  Do you want holy time with your spouse, partner, family, and friends? Do you want to be spiritually, emotionally, and physically fit so that you can more creatively mediate God’s healing touch?”
Process-relational thought is health oriented.  Life begins with a blessing, not a curse.   Goodness, not sin, is original and essential to our nature.  In every moment, we are nurtured by the loving creativity of God, who provides fresh and novel possibilities for growth and adventure.  Within every cell and thought, there is a subtle movement toward health and wholeness.  Although God’s aim for healing is always contextual and conditioned by our previous choices, environment, and life-situation, God’s aim is also present as the source of new and life-changing possibilities.  The Spirit speaks within us in “sighs too deep for words,” luring us toward health through dreams, intuitions, and alternative images of ourselves.  In every moment, God’s spirit asks, “do you want to experience beauty? Do you want to choose well-being?  What path will bring you wholeness and happiness in the many dimensions of your life?”  While this word may be comforting at times, God’s questions may also challenge some of the most deep-seated and dysfunctional, though often socially-acceptable, behaviors of pastors – workaholic schedules, self-sacrificing co-dependence, Gnostic bodily neglect, and inability to place personal and relational needs on par with the needs of others.  Today’s pastors need to challenge the Augustinian assertion that the efficacy of the sacraments and ministerial authority exist entirely in isolation from the character and well-being of the pastor.  While God is graceful and works through our personal imperfections, God’s grace abounds in surprising and transformative ways when pastors practice healing and wholeness in their personal and professional lives.  
The question for all of us, whether we are pastors, professors, or lay persons, is simply, “do you want to be well?”  The initial response of the man at the pool was uncertain.  He gave excuses for his ongoing paralysis – he had no friends who could carry him to the pool when the healing waters bubbled.  Today’s pastors give the same excuses: “I don’t have time for an exercise program,” “There’s so much to do at church that I can’t take a day off or go away with my family on a holiday,” “Contemplative prayer takes time, and look at my schedule – where I can I fit in a retreat, morning meditation, or a time apart.”  In the story of the man at the pool, Jesus was not content with excuses that continue to perpetuate passive behavior.  When God confronts us with a vision of personal well-being, we can stand up, like the man at the pool, with all our excuses in hand, and still embark on new and life-supporting directions in our spiritual and professional lives.  We can open to God’s aim for beauty, intensity of experience, and wholeness, and choose a new way of life!  We can become “healed healers,” committed to joining our well-being with the well-being of our relationships and congregations.
Although church leaders are learning about the relationship between healthy pastors and healthy congregations, pastors must still intentionally choose alternatives to the current dysfunctional models of professional life and ministerial practice.  Beginning and sustaining practices of wholeness may initially be difficult, but intentionality and mindfulness opens the door for new manifestations of divine creativity and possibility in our lives.  While no one approach fits all pastors, the most important choice a pastor can make is to say “yes” to God’s aim at wholeness and intensity of creative experience, and then listen for God’s intimate and specific wisdom in her or his life practices.

Practices of the “healed healer’ are grounded in a deep commitment to prayer and contemplation that is congruent with your personality-type, religious heritage, and life-situation.  Pray as you can, not as you can’t, goes an insightful spiritual adage.  In my own life as a pastor-professor-administrator, the more intense the day, the more committed I am to prayer and meditation.  Even though it seems counter intuitive, an extra session of centering prayer, walking prayer, or self-reiki, will energize and restore my mind, body, and spirit, so that I am as spiritually fresh after an evening meeting as I was at the beginning of the day.  When I open my heart to the world through contemplative prayer and holistic health practices, I discover that I have “more” time even though I have just as many projects to complete.
As you look at your overall life, what personal changes will open you more fully to God’s aim for healing and wholeness?  What unique practices will nurture your spirit, reduce stress, activate your immune system, and promote a peaceful and expansive attitude throughout the day?  Your response to these questions may involve changes in your diet, sleeping patterns, daily schedule, and attitude toward the necessary tasks of ministry and professional life.

As “healed healers,” we are called to become open to divine energy flowing through our lives, and this means that we awaken to God’s healing touch through meditative prayer, through breathing God’s spirit with every breath, through eating food that energizes, through nurturing a sense of beauty and wonder, and enjoying lively exercise.  As we learn to love God in the world of our own flesh, we will begin treat our bodies, and the bodies of others, as shrines of the Holy Spirit. (I Corinthians 6:19) We become more effective and transformational channels of divine healing toward others when our own energies are flowing, and this may mean a commitment to acupuncture and reiki-treatments, dietary changes, and praying throughout the day.
  Remembering that in a process-relational world, the body is inspired and the spirit is embodied, our commitments to loving embodiment are revealed in what we eat, in our care for our whole person, and in gentle and safe touch that we give and receive.  

Healing is a choice to embrace God’s aim at beauty, and that choice activates God’s life-transforming energy in our professional lives.  Small steps toward healing lead to great adventures that bring wholeness and vitality to our lives, ministries, relationships, and congregations.  
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