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For every person who has ever stood at the threshold between medicine and mystery,

between the healer’s hands and the physician’s chart,

between desperate hope and honest doubt —

and refused to stop asking the honest question.

And for the healers — in every tradition, on every continent —

who showed up when no one else would.
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​Author’s Note: Why I Had to Write This Book
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I did not choose this book. This book chose me.

I have spent the better part of three decades working at the intersection of body, mind, and spirit — as a grief worker, a breathwork practitioner, a spiritual minister, and — most importantly — a human being who has known both the terror of serious illness and the inexplicable grace of recovery that did not go the way medicine predicted. I have sat at bedsides where prayer seemed to change something that no medication had reached. I have also stood at gravesides where I had to look into the eyes of parents whose child died because they trusted healing prayer over a course of antibiotics that would have cost less than a bus fare. Both of those experiences live in me. Neither will let me go.

For a long time, I did not believe I was the right person to write this book. The territory was too contested, the stakes too high, the intellectual and emotional demands too unforgiving. On one side of the debate stood people I love and respect — people of profound faith who have witnessed what they can only describe as miracles, whose lives have been remade by healing that medicine cannot account for. On the other side stood people I also love and respect — scientists, physicians, skeptics who have watched vulnerable people exploited, manipulated, and in some cases killed by charlatans operating under the banner of God’s healing power. Both sides have evidence. Both sides have scars. And both sides, in my experience, have been conducting arguments that never meet the other’s actual evidence.

What finally compelled me to write was a simple recognition: nobody was telling the whole truth. The believers were presenting only the healings. The debunkers were presenting only the deaths. And the vast, honest, complicated, genuinely astonishing territory in between — where the real evidence lives, where the real wisdom resides, where real human beings actually suffer and hope and sometimes recover in ways that neither medicine nor theology can fully explain — that territory was being abandoned by both sides in favor of their respective certainties.

This book is an attempt to walk that territory honestly. It will not tell you what to believe. It will give you, as far as I am able, the evidence as it actually stands: the verified healings and the preventable deaths, the rigorous science and the medically inexplicable cases, the ancient wisdom and the contemporary research, the testimony of the dying and the data of the laboratory. It will ask you to hold all of that without flinching, and to arrive, as I have had to arrive, at something more honest than the answers you started with.

I have tried to write this book the way I would want someone to speak to me when I am most frightened: without false comfort, without condescension, and without leaving me alone with what I cannot understand. Every tradition in these pages has something real to teach. Every case of harm in these pages is a death or a wound that deserved better. I have tried to honour both.

I hope I have succeeded. But even if I have not fully succeeded, I hope that the attempt itself — the refusal to choose between the healer and the scientist, the believer and the skeptic, the miracle and the mechanism — will be worth something to you.

It has cost me something to write this. I trust it will be worth something to read.

— Nicholas Adamtey
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​A Note on Method: How This Book Was Researched and How to Read It
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This book synthesizes four categories of evidence, and I want to be transparent about each of them before we begin.

The first is peer-reviewed scientific and medical research — clinical trials, epidemiological studies, neuroimaging research, meta-analyses, and case reports published in refereed journals. I have read the primary sources wherever possible, and I have tried to represent their findings accurately, including their limitations and the debates that surround them. Where I have simplified, I have tried to simplify honestly — capturing the essential finding without misrepresenting its scope.

The second is documented case studies — accounts of specific individuals whose healing experiences have been investigated and in many cases published in medical or journalistic literature. I have used real cases wherever they are available. Where I am describing a documented case, I say so. Where I am drawing on composite experience or generalized clinical observation, I say that too.

The third is the wisdom of spiritual masters across traditions — the prophets, mystics, gurus, healers, and teachers whose thinking about the relationship between faith, suffering, and healing has shaped human civilization. I have tried to represent each tradition with genuine respect — neither sentimentalizing it nor appropriating it. I have been deliberate about drawing from traditions across all six inhabited continents. No single tradition dominates this book. None is treated as the gold standard against which others are measured.

The fourth is my own decades of direct experience — working with the ill, the grieving, the dying, and the recovering. I have been careful to distinguish personal observation from research finding, and to use my own experience as illustration rather than as primary evidence. But I have refused to pretend I have no skin in this inquiry, because I do. The intellectual honesty this book demands includes honesty about that.

A word about how to read it. The book builds a coherent argument across fourteen chapters, each one resting on what came before. I would ask you to resist the temptation to skip to the parts that confirm your existing view. If you are a committed believer, Chapter Three will be uncomfortable. If you are a committed skeptic, Chapters Seven and Nine will challenge you. Lean into that discomfort. In my experience, it is precisely where the most important learning happens.

Finally: this book will not tell you what to do about your own illness, your own grief, your own faith, or your own healing. It will offer you evidence, wisdom, and honest reasoning. What you do with that is, as it should be, entirely yours.
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​Introduction: The Question the World Keeps Getting Wrong
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Let me begin with two stories. I will not choose between them.

The First Story

In 1962, a thirty-year-old Italian soldier named Vittorio Micheli was admitted to the Military Hospital of Verona with a rapidly progressing sarcoma of the left hip — a malignant tumor that had, within months, destroyed most of the bone structure of his iliac wing. The destruction was documented with the precision that Italian military medicine of the period demanded. His surgeons, confronted with the extent of the damage, determined that surgery was not viable. He was placed in a plaster cast, given palliative care, and, in the estimation of his medical team, left to die.

In May of 1963, Micheli was taken to Lourdes — the pilgrimage site in the French Pyrenees where, since 1858, millions of sick and desperate people have come to pray at the spring that a fourteen-year-old girl named Bernadette Soubirous said she was directed to by a figure of light. He arrived on a stretcher, in his cast. He bathed in the waters. He returned to Italy.

Within weeks, he reported a return of appetite, of energy, of something he described as an inexplicable inner certainty that he was not dying — not the anxious hope of a sick man bargaining with fate, but a settled knowing that arrived without obvious cause. Repeat radiological imaging, conducted over the following months, documented what his physicians struggled to describe in clinical language: the tumor mass had disappeared. More strikingly, the bone structure of the iliac wing — the very bone the tumor had destroyed and which medicine cannot ordinarily regenerate — was reconstituting itself.

The case was investigated by the Lourdes Medical Bureau for twelve years. In 1976, after examination by independent oncologists, radiologists, and orthopedic surgeons, the Bureau certified the healing as inexplicable in the current state of scientific knowledge. Vittorio Micheli lived. He was followed up for decades. The bone held. The cancer did not return.

The Second Story

In the spring of 1984, a two-year-old boy in Philadelphia developed a high fever and a stiff neck. His parents, members of a faith community that believed in healing prayer and the sufficiency of God’s intervention for all illness, did not take him to a hospital. They prayed. They called their pastor. They anointed him with oil in accordance with the instruction in the Book of James. They believed, with all the sincerity that faith produces, that God would heal their son.

The boy died of bacterial meningitis. It is caused by Neisseria meningitidis. It is treated with penicillin. The treatment, administered within the first hours of symptom onset, is almost universally effective. The cost of his life was the cost of a single course of antibiotics.

Researchers Seth Asser and Rita Swan, reviewing faith-healing-related child deaths in the United States between 1975 and 1995, identified 172 cases in which children died of conditions that were, in the medical estimation of reviewing physicians, treatable. At least 140 would have survived with standard medical care. These were not children whose diseases were too advanced for medicine to help. They were children who died because the adults responsible for them substituted prayer for penicillin, faith for a fever reducer, the laying on of hands for the setting of a broken bone that became infected and septic. They died in the late twentieth century, in one of the wealthiest nations on earth, of conditions that kill people in the developing world for want of medicine that, in these communities, was entirely accessible.

The Question Between the Stories

I have placed these two stories at the beginning of this book because they represent the honest condition of the inquiry we are about to undertake. They cannot both be dismissed. They cannot both be celebrated. They are simply, stubbornly, and uncomfortably true — and they sit at opposite ends of a spectrum of human experience that neither the faithful nor the skeptical have managed, so far, to account for with full honesty.

The believer who reads Vittorio Micheli’s story and concludes that prayer heals must account for the child in Philadelphia. If God heals those who pray, why did that child die? If the answer is insufficient faith, then God’s healing is a lottery in which the prize goes to the most fervent believer — and the child who dies has been failed not only by bacteria but by his own inadequate faith, or his parents’ inadequate faith, or some mysterious divine calculus that we are not permitted to question. This is a theology I find not only intellectually incoherent but morally unbearable.

The skeptic who reads the child’s story and concludes that faith healing is simply fraud and superstition must account for Vittorio Micheli. Alexis Carrel — awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1912, one of the most rigorous scientific minds of his generation — investigated cases at Lourdes and concluded that what he witnessed there could not be accounted for by any physiological mechanism available to the science of his time. The data does not disappear because it is inconvenient.

The question this book is asking is not whether faith heals or whether faith kills. The evidence suggests, with uncomfortable clarity, that the answer to both questions is sometimes yes. The question is harder and more important: What is actually happening when faith heals? What are the mechanisms, the dimensions, the genuine mysteries, and the genuine frauds? And what does this mean for you — for the person reading these words, in whatever condition of health or illness, belief or doubt, hope or despair you find yourself in today?

The False Binary

The public debate about faith healing has been conducted, for as long as I can remember, in terms of a binary that does not reflect the actual evidence. On one side: faith healing is real, it is divine, it is available to the truly faithful, and medicine is at best a secondary instrument and at worst a rival to God’s power. On the other side: faith healing is superstition, the documented ‘healings’ are explicable by placebo effect and spontaneous remission, and rational people should have nothing to do with it.

Both positions contain genuine truth. Both of them are, taken as complete accounts of the evidence, wrong.

The first position is wrong because it conflates the genuine healing effects of faith — which are real, documented, and biological — with a specific theological claim about divine intervention that the evidence does not support as a universal mechanism. And because it produces, in its most extreme form, the dead child in Philadelphia and the 140-plus children buried beside him. The second position is wrong because it dismisses, on ideological grounds, evidence that has been generated with genuine scientific rigor. It also dismisses the accumulated healing wisdom of virtually every human culture that has ever existed — a body of clinical observation so vast and so consistent that its dismissal requires a level of motivated skepticism that is itself a form of irrationality.

This book exists to occupy the territory between these two positions — not as a compromise, not as a ‘both sides’ false equivalence, but as a genuine attempt to follow the evidence wherever it leads, to engage the wisdom of every tradition that has thought seriously about these questions, and to arrive at an account of faith and healing that is more honest, more nuanced, and more useful than the accounts that currently dominate the conversation.

An Invitation, Not a Conclusion

This book is not a defense of faith healing. It is not an attack on it. It is an investigation — conducted with the rigour of a scientist, the openness of a genuine seeker, and the care of someone who has held too many dying hands to treat these questions as merely academic.

The evidence leads somewhere interesting. Somewhere larger than either the believers or the debunkers currently occupy. Somewhere that has room for the miracle and the mechanism, the mystery and the molecule, the ancient wisdom and the randomized controlled trial.

I invite you to come there with me.


“The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead.”


— Albert Einstein

Let us begin.
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