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Dedication

To my colleagues in health care
 who have had the courage to carry prayer
 into the hospital, clinic, and laboratory.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE




Many terms are used throughout this book to refer to a Supreme Being. In most cases I have chosen as neutral a term as possible, such as the Absolute.

I tend to agree with those wise teachers who say that all the names of God are misleading. As all the major esoteric wisdom traditions tell us, the Absolute “cannot be spoken or thought.” There are simply no reliable pictures of the Almighty. As the Sufi aphorism soberly states, “No man has seen God and lived.”

In the fourteenth century, an anonymous English monk believed to be the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, an exalted religious tract that deeply influenced the religious life of the time, added his lament to the futility of addressing and even thinking about the Universal. “But now you will ask me,” said he, “‘How am I to think of God himself, and what is he?’ and I cannot answer you except to say ‘I do not know!’ For with this question you have brought me into the…cloud of unknowing…. Of God himself can no man think.”

As the great thirteenth-century German mystic Meister Eckhart observed, “Whoever perceives something in God and attaches thereby some name to him, that is not God. God is…ineffable.” And, “It is God’s nature to be without a nature.”

At this moment in history, in which we’re experiencing a much-needed awakening of values that for centuries have been associated with women, perhaps it is important to point out that the problem of naming the Absolute is not resolved merely by replacing all the masculine names and pronouns with feminine ones. God and Goddess, he and she, founder equally. The Absolute is radically beyond any description whatsoever, including gender.

With these limitations in mind, the reader may insert, in every instance that follows, his or her preferred name for the Absolute—whether Goddess, God, Allah, Krishna, Brahman, the Tao, the Universal Mind, the Almighty, Alpha and Omega, the One…








 




If Jesus, Muhammad, and Buddha had had penicillin, they probably would have used it—along with prayer.

I believe that prayer and standard medical approaches can be used together. So, although this book deals with why prayer is good medicine, I am not suggesting that it is the only medicine or that it must be relied on instead of other medicines.

Prayer is not “better” than modern medicine. Prayer, medications, and surgery—they are all a blessing, a grace, a gift. Why not use all of them, with reverence and gratitude?
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INTRODUCTION




Prayer is back.

After sitting on the sidelines for most of this century, prayer is moving toward center stage in modern medicine. Doctors are taking prayer not just into their offices, clinics, and hospitals, but into experimental laboratories as well. Medical journals are more willing than ever to publish studies on the healing effects of prayer and faith. Cover stories on prayer have appeared in several national news magazines, and talks shows buzz with accounts of healing and prayer. Even the conservative Wall Street Journal recently devoted a major article in its “Marketplace” section to the scientific studies of prayer that are currently in progress.

Most of you would probably say, It’s about time. Recent surveys show that 75 percent of patients believe their physicians should address spiritual issues as part of medical care, and 50 percent want their doctor to pray not just for them but with them. We doctors appear to be listening. You may be surprised to know that the majority of us actually pray for our patients. In December 1995 a conference entitled “Spirituality and Healing in Medicine” was held at Harvard Medical School in Boston, one of our best medical institutions. As of this writing, about one-third of the medical schools in the United States have developed courses in alternative/complementary medicine, many of which emphasize spiritual issues in health care, including prayer. Five medical schools have developed programs explicitly dedicated to exploring the relationship between faith and health.

Are we falling into fantasy? Hardly. “Statistically, God is good for you,” says David B. Larson, M.D., of the National Institute for Healthcare Research in Rockville, Maryland, which studies the relationship between spirituality and health. Larson, a former senior researcher at the National Institute of Mental Health, says, “I was told by my [medical school] professors that religion is harmful. Then I looked at the research, and religion is actually highly beneficial. If you go to church or pray regularly, it’s very beneficial in terms of preventing illness, mental and physical, and you cope with illness much more effectively. If you look at the research, in area after area, it’s 80 percent beneficial. I was shocked.”

So was I. I stumbled blindly into the research on prayer during the 1980s, when someone sent me a scientific paper in which prayer was tested in a modern hospital in a large group of heart patients. It had never occurred to me that anyone would actually test prayer like a new medication—praying for half the patients and not for the other half, who were the “controls,” and measuring the results. This study strongly suggested a therapeutic effect of distant, intercessory prayer.

After I recovered from my surprise, I asked myself, If prayer works, shouldn’t I be praying for my patients? I was skeptical of prayer at the time, and a single study was not convincing. Needing further proof, I embarked on my own research and discovered, to my further amazement, that there are more than 130 scientific studies in the general area of “healing,” many of which employ prayer. Over half of these experiments strongly indicate that prayer works. I soon came to regard this evidence as one of the best-kept secrets in modern medicine, and I began actively to pray for my patients.

My explorations of prayer and healing resulted in the 1993 publication of my book Healing Words: The Power of Prayer and the Practice of Medicine. To my great pleasure, the strong reception to the book afforded me the opportunity to discuss prayer with a variety of audiences—medical schools and hospitals, physician and nurse organizations, lay groups and churches, the National Institutes of Health, a Presidential Task Force on Health Care Reform, a section of the British Parliament, and even the Pentagon.

Certain questions surfaced again and again in these discussions. I know they are on your mind, too, because you sent me hundreds of letters describing your experiences and beliefs about prayer. I discovered that most of you are interested in four general areas—the scientific evidence for prayer, the controversies associated with the prayer experiments, what prayer is, and how to pray. This book is organized around these four categories. The various sections stand on their own and can be read in any order. Be your own guide.


I have written this book as a heart-to-heart talk, not as an academic or scholarly treatise. If you want to look deeper at the scientific issues surrounding prayer, you may consult Healing Words, where you can find descriptions and citations of the experiments themselves.

As you read this book, I hope you will resist the temptation to take an either-or stance toward prayer and modern medicine. As a physician, I have employed medications and surgical procedures because I know they work. But prayer works, too. The way I see it, we do not have to make absolute choices between prayer and high-tech medicine. If you have appendicitis, I believe you should have an appendectomy, because it is the most effective treatment humankind has ever devised for this particular problem. But why not employ prayer in addition to surgery? Prayerlike thoughts, offered from a distance, have been demonstrated to increase the healing rate of surgical wounds, and religious faith is associated with faster recovery from surgery. We ought to follow a common sense approach when we’re sick: Use what works. In most medical situations there will be a place for both prayer and modern medicine.

Although science tells us that prayer works, it cannot tell us how it works. Science is limited in studying prayer. Therefore, science can never swallow up prayer, as some people fear. The sacred mysteries will remain.

I have written this book while under the influence—the influence of the prayers of thousands of people who have prayed for me and for my work. From my heart, I am grateful. Will you keep me under the influence?

—Larry Dossey, M.D.








PART ONE
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THE EVIDENCE
















TESTING PRAYER IS AN ACT OF WORSHIP




What if your physician told you the next time you’re sick, “Take a handful of drugs. Pay no mind to whether they’re mixed or matched, and don’t bother to count them. Just take a lot, as often as possible, because drugs heal.” Even if you believe in drug therapy, you’d consider this advice irresponsible and dangerous. There are many kinds of drugs—some helpful, some worthless, some harmful. Some drugs work singly; others work only in combination; some are toxic or fatal if combined with other medications. Only by careful testing can these effects be sorted out and the drugs used safely and effectively.

The same could be said of prayer. There are different kinds of prayer, and evidence suggests that prayer, like drugs, can have effects that can be positive, neutral, or negative. Based on evidence, it might even be wise to attach a warning to prayer: “Could be hazardous to your health.”

One of the best ways to understand the nuances of prayer and to learn how best to use it is to examine it carefully in scientific experiments. Everyone should be interested in this evidence, it seems to me, even those who already believe in prayer.


Some people believe that science is the enemy of faith and that prayer should not be tested scientifically. But scientists also require faith. In fact, I have often thought that many scientists have more faith than some religious folk. For example, they have faith in the regularity and patterns of the universe; faith that knowledge is possible; faith that nature will reveal itself if we prepare ourselves and our experiments properly. Without faith, science would not be possible. Faith is a foundation of science, as it is of prayer.

When we test prayer, we are not necessarily storming heaven’s gates. It is possible for scientific studies of prayer to be totally devoid of arrogance and hubris. They can be sacred, reverent exercises in which we invite, not compel, the Almighty to manifest. Testing prayer can actually be a form of worship, a ritual through which we express our gratitude for this remarkable phenomenon.

A friend of mine who is a scientist performs experiments on prayer. He embodies the reverential approach I am advocating. “For me,” he once said, “conducting an experiment to see if prayer works is like giving an elegant dinner party. I prepare the most inviting meal I can imagine, I set the table as beautifully as possible, then I open the front doors of my house to see if anybody will come to the table. If not, the dinner wasn’t enticing enough. An experiment in prayer is similar. If I arrange the conditions of the experiment invitingly enough, the Divine may ‘show up’ and I’ll get positive results. If not, I’ve got more work to do next time.”

Teilhard de Chardin, the Jesuit priest and scholar, once said something similar: “Research is the highest form of adoration.”







EXPERIMENTS IN PRAYER CAN HELP HEAL THE RELIGION/SCIENCE SPLIT




The vast majority of us pray, and we believe our prayers are answered. We aren’t holding our breath in anticipation of the results of the next double-blind laboratory study on prayer. We feel that we already have evidence for prayer in our lives, and our lives are the most important laboratories of all.

Still, we cannot escape the influence of science in our lives. The scientific approach has infiltrated every aspect of our existence. Before taking a stand on a controversial issue—global warming, for instance, or alternative treatments for cancer—we find ourselves asking, “What does science say?”

Prayer, like almost everything else, is being scrutinized by science. Some scientists and physicians have begun to acknowledge that petitionary prayer, in which one prays for oneself, has positive, healthful effects, but many of them add that this is due only to psychological factors such as positive thinking, expectation, and self-suggestion. Some of these same scientists tend to believe that intercessory or distant prayer cannot possibly be effective; the mind cannot reach out, whether of its own accord or through a Supreme Being, to make things happen at a distance. If we believe in distant prayer, they say, we are fooling ourselves. But when put to the test in actual experiments in hospitals, clinics, and laboratories, distant prayer does have an effect—in humans and nonhumans, even when the recipient of the prayer is unaware the prayer is being offered.

These developments are incalculably important in healing the painful split in modern life between religion and science. We don’t have to compartmentalize our lives, putting our intellect in one corner and our spirituality in another. The scientific evidence behind prayer can help heal these painful divisions in the modern psyche. That is why many people, believers included, often joyfully welcome the experimental evidence for prayer. They find that their faith is actually strengthened, not diminished, by science’s attention to prayer.

Honoring this evidence does not mean we are allowing science to hold prayer hostage. Prayer doesn’t need science’s stamp of approval. But if the old enemies can shake hands, we should allow them to do so, for we shall all benefit spiritually from the truce.







THE IMPACT OF PRAYER EXPERIMENTS ON RELIGIOUS BELIEFS




It is really no longer a question of whether experiments prove that prayer works; they have already done so. The new questions are: What is the fallout? What will be the impact of scientific experiments on religious faith and organized religion?

Many individuals and organizations have been involved in examining prayer through the aid of scientific studies. One such organization is Spindrift, which over the course of two decades developed a number of experimental tests showing the positive effects of prayer on nonhuman subjects. Before beginning their actual experiments in 1975, the researchers at Spindrift devoted five years to exploring the ethical concerns that would be raised by their scientific work. “Were the tests a form of temptation or were they a loving gift to a modern world from a good God?” asks Spindrift’s former vice president, Deborah Rose. Is it heresy to “test God” in the laboratory? Would the experimental approach destroy faith? No other organization has so honestly confronted these questions.


In 1994 the organization received a letter from a woman in Topeka, Kansas, who was concerned that the Spindrift tests would result in the secularization of religion. She was worried about religion falling into the hands of laboratory scientists, and she did not want to see the beauty of her religious teachings replaced with cold, hard data.

In response to concerns such as this woman’s, Rose acknowledges that people frequently believe Spindrift’s experiments are attempts to prove, tempt, or limit God with test tubes. But the tests are not set up that way, she adds. “We are not setting a trap to catch God in, we are opening a window to watch God work.”

The researchers at Spindrift do not worry that their prayer experiments will disempower religion. They are more concerned about the opposite effect. “[We feel our] tests will give power back to religion. That in itself is terribly dangerous. The church has not used power wisely.”

For the researchers at Spindrift, these are risks worth taking. “If we want to bring the ability to heal spiritually back into the world,” Rose states, “we must make a place for it. It is just like keeping a rare bird from becoming extinct. You must do more than protect the bird. You must protect and expand its habitat. We must make a place in the world for spiritual healing. The data from the Spindrift tests is a way of staking a claim to territory.”

The prayer experiments do not threaten prayer, in Rose’s view. “Expressing theology in ‘cold hard data’ will [not] replace scripture or stained glass windows or hymns or personal testimonies or all the beautiful expressions of religion in our society. It will make them flourish because it will carve out a bigger habitat in which such things can grow. There will be new expressions, too, new computerized scientific expressions, of theology. Some will find this offensive. Others…will find it beautiful and meaningful. Why not have both? Not everyone sees data as cold or impersonal. In my religion,” Rose states, “one of the names for God is Principle…. At the heart of [the experimental] data I see glimpses of the Principle, or God….”

Rose continues, “Proof brings [old] theological questions to light. We may discover that we were wrong about many things. Who decided in the past what was holy and who was holy, what was sinful and who was sinful? It was sometimes a political matter…. I look forward to tools such as the Spindrift tests which will help make religion less manipulative, less secular, and more pure.”

Rose is also concerned that people may use the tests to promote a single type of religion. “By scientifically proving religion we could lose the freedom of religion, and we could lose all the beauty and individuality of differing religious traditions…. This sad scene does not have to come to pass. The tests have shown that people from many religious traditions do equally well on these tests.”

Another danger of the experiments is that people may use them to devise ways of harming others. Says Rose, “This research will make the dark side of mental power more obvious and accessible to people…. It is possible to make someone sick through mental means, and even to kill them…. Once the Spindrift tests or tests like them become common knowledge through replication, the subject of the dark side of thought is bound to come up. Those with the proclivity will be able to learn more easily the destructive use of mental power.”

In spite of the potential pitfalls, researchers at Spindrift, after two decades of experimenting with prayer, conclude that the benefits of testing far outweigh the problems. “Anything,” Rose observes, “which brings truth to the surface, and helps us to understand more about the nature of the universe in which we live, is an inevitable blessing, however high the price. Ignorance is the biggest danger.”


 

Following the publication of my book Healing Words: The Power of Prayer and the Practice of Medicine, I discovered that many of Rose’s predictions were true. Fundamentalist groups from around the country reacted with outrage, condemning the scientific evidence as “occult” and “New Age” without stopping to consider whether or not the studies were valid. The primary reason they were offended seems to be that the prayer experiments show, as Rose states, that “people from many religious traditions do equally well on these tests.” In other words, the experiments make clear that no specific religion has a monopoly on prayer. This is contrary to the belief of many fundamentalists that the Almighty is attuned mainly or exclusively to them; that those who are not “saved” can’t really pray effectively; and that the only genuine prayer people outside their faith can offer is for mercy and forgiveness. To anyone holding such beliefs, the prayer experiments represent a colossal conflict between science and faith. When these two worlds collide, it is usually science that gets tossed out and dogma





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
HarperSanFrancisco
Pupwe syrissampstenprt





OEBPS/Images/19.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books

Prayer Is Good
Medicine

L2y Dossay





