Power of Prayer

As defined by Wikipedia[1] prayer is “the act of attempting to communicate, commonly with a sequence of words, with a deity or spirit for the purpose of worshipping, requesting guidance, requesting assistance, confessing sins, as an act of reparation or to express one's thoughts and emotions.”

So what is prayer? Well, let’s face it, it is basically someone sat around talking to their invisible friend. Indeed while many people maintain they are actually have a conversation, when pressed they soon reveal that actually they don’t get any kind of verbal response (though it is perhaps even more worrying if they do) but instead just get some kind of feeling – almost if you’re talking to your own conscience.

Prayer is nothing new – it was practised in the ancient religions of the Greeks and the Romans before any of today’s major world religions were invented. In Western Europe people also prayed to Norse and Celtic gods in pre-Christian times.

Prayer in Christianity

Christians believe that prayer allows them to have a conversation with the creator of the universe[10]. Some Christians believe prayer expresses their faith in Yahweh, shows their dependence on Yahweh and changes the way Yahweh acts[11].

At Lourdes in France tens of thousands of sick pilgrims arrive each year to be healed. This has been going on for at least 100 years. Therefore conservative estimates would put the amount of pilgrims that have been there at almost a million. And how many confirmed miracles of people being healed are there? 66.  That is actually less than you would expect for people getting better on their own in wider society.

John 14:13 states…

“Whatever you ask in my name, I will do it, that the father may be glorified in the son; if you ask anything in my name, I will do it.”

This seems pretty straight forward. Jesus is saying that if you ask God to do something in his name, he will do it. Indeed, there are several points in the Gospels that say this[9]. So try asking for God to cure cancer. Or for world peace. Or for something small such as rolling a six on a dice half a dozen times in a row.

Prayer in medical studies

In 2003 the Duke University Medical Center carried out a study[2] on over 700 patients as to what of a selection of therapies could show a marked improvement on patients recovery. What they found was music, image and touch therapy did appear to reduce patients' distress. But prayer didn’t.

In 2001 the British Medical Journal published a paper entitled “effects of remote, retroactive intercessory prayer on outcomes in patients with bloodstream infection: randomised controlled trial”[3]. The study of over 3,000 patients concluded that “the difference between the groups was not significant.”

In 2006 the American Heart Journal published the findings of a three year study into the effects of intercessory prayer[4]. It examined 1,800 patients and concluded there was “no differences in survival or complication rates compared with those who did not receive prayers.”[5]
In 2007 the Journal of Behavioural Medicine published a paper “Prayer and health” examining the meta-data and empirical research carried out on the subject[6]. The paper concluded that “no discernable effects can be found.”

An alternative explanation

Why is then that some people claim that they have seen examples of prayer working? Well, most likely the same reason people say that they have seen homeopathic medicine work even though it is in fact, just water[7].

While prayer has been medical proven not to work, it has been medical proven that the placebo effect does work[8]. It is interesting that the instances in that people are miraculously cured it is never something like a limb growing back – it is always something that the body can heal itself from on its own.
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