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The relationship between spiritual and supernatural healing on the
one hand and scientific medicine on the other has provoked
discussion within the churches throughout christian history, and
particularly so when those churches have encountered non-christian
traditions. However, just as scientific medicine is not confined solely
to Western experience, so the popular religious and cultural roots of
spiritual healing are affected by time and place, revealing a variety of
social and psychological interactions. The relationship between
‘folk’ and ‘learmed’ or ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ in the early
Byzantine empire, in 17th- and 18th-century England, and in 20th-
century Africa share common features, but each is affected by its
own particular context. The essays in this volume underline the
point that spiritual healing cannot be attributed to one thaumaturgic
world view. Nor are attitudes to healing to be seen as always
deriving from a particular religious viewpoint; these attitudes could
themselves contribute to the formation of popular religious
sentiment, as indicated here in those papers concerned with the
shrines of medieval Europe and modern Sri Lanka or in the studies of
the aladura churches of West Africa and the recent charismatic
groups in North America. The renewed interest in healing exhibited
by these groups and within the main stream churches themselves
remind us that there is no easy transition from traditional to modern
modes of thought concerning healing. A group of papers focusing
on 19th-century England make it clear that ‘alternative medicine’
and ‘alternative religion” were closely connected precisely at that
period when scientific medicine was establishing a uniformity of
practice which any church might envy. The success of the medical
establishment encouraged churchmen to see medicine as a vital
support for their spiritual work, particularly in the mission fields.
Once there, however, the problem of the relationship between ‘the
doctor’ and ‘the holy man’ was raised anew, as it had been in
Byzantium and in the 19th-century slum. The debates among
anglican churchmen over spiritual healing during the 1920s continue
today in all religious groupings from the main stream churches to the
smallest sects.
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