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In the News

Colleen Hauser, a Minnesota mother, had fled the state with her 13-year-old son Daniel to help him avoid chemotherapy for his Hodgkin's lymphoma. She was seeking alternative treatments, but she returned home with her son later in the week. 

Although a warrant had been issued for Mrs. Hauser's arrest, the issuing judge canceled it and returned legal custody of Daniel to her and Daniel's father after the pair agreed to cooperate with an doctor’s recommendations that Daniel undergo at least five chemotherapy sessions, starting this week. Minnesota law requires that parents provide necessary medical care for their children.

Although the family had preferred the natural healing practices of an American Indian religious group known as the Nemenhah Band, they have now agreed to set their religious objections to chemotherapy aside. 

Mrs. Hauser and Daniel were on the run for nearly a week, ending up in southern California, where, authorities believe, they may have been heading for Mexico to seek alternative treatment. During that time, the Nemenhah Band placed a statement on its Web site urging the mother and son to return. The statement said that while the group "fully sustain and support Colleen and Danny Hauser in their decision to seek alternative modalities in treating cancer," it was not the policy of the group "to disregard an order from the judge and abscond with a young person that has been placed in the custody of the court." 

The statement, signed by Phillip R. (Cloudpiler) Landis, Elected Principal Medicine Chief of the band, concluded by saying, "There are better ways to handle this, come home, bring that boy home." In describing the group's general philosophy, its Web site says that natural healing is part of their spiritual orientation and that they will "First Do No Harm."

If treated with chemotherapy and radiation, Hodgkin's lymphoma has a 90 percent cure rate in children, but without such treatments, Daniel is likely to die, doctors who have examined him say. Daniel, who was diagnosed with the disease in January, had an initial chemotherapy treatment in February, but then did not want to continue. When first diagnosed, Daniel, who has a learning disability and cannot read, did not understand the risks and benefits of chemotherapy and did not believe he was ill. Now, however, the tumor has grown significantly and Daniel describes his pain as a 10 on a scale of 1 to 10.

Doctors believe that resuming the chemotherapy will likely be successful, but do say that starting and stopping the treatment could make the tumor resistant.

In another news story, last Friday, a Wisconsin mother was found guilty of second-degree reckless homicide for praying instead of seeking medical help for her 11-year-old daughter who was gravely ill with untreated diabetes. The girl died March 23, 2008, as her mother, Leilani Neumann, and her Bible-study partners gathered around her to pray after she lost her ability to walk and talk. They summoned help only after she stopped breathing.

Neumann's attorney said his client is "a devout Christian" who took good care of her four children, but the prosecutor described her as "a religious zealot" who let her daughter die as a test of faith. Neumann's attorney further said that Neumann did all she could to help her daughter that was in line with the family's belief in faith-healing. 

No sentencing date for Neumann has been set yet, but she faces up to 25 years in prison. Her husband is due stand trial on the same charge in July.

The Big Questions
Regarding their sick children, both the Hauser and the Neumann families put faith in procedures outside of those prescribed by the medical community, though only the Neumanns claim Christian belief. Most people, including Christians, readily seek medical help for their ailments. Given that fact, the following questions are appropriate:

1.      What do you expect to happen when you pray for someone who is sick? Why?

2.      Should prayer for the sick be viewed as part of the cure package for a sick person or does such prayer have a different function? Explain your answer.

3.      Does faith really heal?

4.      Should parents have the right to choose to not seek medical care for their children when such care does not coincide with the parents' beliefs?

5.      Is chemo a way that God heals? Are insulin injections a way that God sustains life?
6.      "Do no harm" is an important starting point for medicine. Should it also be a starting point for faith? Why or why not?

7.      Do you agree that Leilani Neumann should be held criminally accountable for her daughter's death? Why or why not?

8.      Is there a difference between being cured and being healed?

Confronting the News with Scripture
Here are some Bible verses to guide our discussion:

James 5:14

"Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them with oil in the name of the Lord." (For context, read 5:13-18.) 

We can imagine that Mrs. Neumann might point to this verse from James to defend her action in praying over her dying daughter rather than getting her medical care. Even though oil was used for medicinal purposes in biblical times, James recommends its use here more for its symbolic impact. 

Of course, James nowhere says that the ill ought not to be treated by a physician. He is simply calling on the faith community to do its part in reaching out to the sick with support and solidarity.

Question: Think of a time when you were seriously ill and knew that people were praying for you. How did that knowledge affect you?

2 Chronicles 16:12

"In the thirty-ninth year of his reign Asa was diseased in his feet, and his disease became severe; yet even in his disease he did not seek the LORD, but sought help from physicians." (For context, read 16:11-14.) 

Here's another verse that a person who is seeking biblical support for not seeking medical help might appeal to, but we think that such use misunderstands the verse's point. Asa was the third king of Judah, and unlike his two predecessors on that throne, was regarded by the biblical historians as righteous (2 Chronicles 15:17-18). Nonetheless, while he never fell into idolatry or did anything particularly wicked, toward the end of his life, he seems to have faltered in his trust in God, both in a military decision (2 Chronicles 16:7) and in the personal health decision described in the verse above.

His fault, however, was not that Asa "sought help from physicians," but that "he did not seek the LORD." Had he done so, God might have healed him directly. Given the primitive state of medical science in those days, the doctors may have had no help for Asa's ailment. But the verse is not a condemnation of doctors or of medical care; it's only a commentary on Asa's faltering faith. 

Question: Occasionally we hear someone telling a sick person that the reason he or she has not been healed is a lack of "enough faith." What would be your response to the person making that statement?

Isaiah 38:21

"Let them take a lump of figs, and apply it to the boil, so that he may recover." (For context, read 38:1-6, 21 [the account in Isaiah 38 is easier to follow if you insert verses 21-22 between verses 6 and 7].)

Hezekiah was a later king of Judah whom the biblical account judges to have been righteous. At one point, he became seriously ill, and the prophet Isaiah told him that the Lord had said the king would soon die from the disease. Hezekiah, however, prayed to God, stating how he had lived faithfully. In response, God sent the king word through Isaiah that 15 years were being added to Hezekiah's life.

Clearly this is an example of prayer affecting the outcome of an illness, but the verse quoted above describes the medical procedure that was followed to bring about the king's recovery. Thus both prayer and medicine played a role in Hezekiah's healing.

Questions: It would appear that Hezekiah's prayer caused God to change his mind. Is that just the way the storyteller interpreted what happened or does prayer ever actually cause God to do something different from what he originally intended? Is it possible to persuade God to do what we wish?

Luke 5:31

"Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick ..." (For context, read 5:27-32.) 

Luke 17:19

"Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well." (For context, read 17:11-19.)

We are quoting these two separate verses from Luke together because they both refer to healing, but through different channels. In the first, Jesus is comparing himself to a physician, only in his case, he is healing the sin-sick. Nonetheless, his reference shows that he recognizes medical practice as a legitimate, helpful field.

The second verse is Jesus' comment to a man with leprosy whom Jesus had just healed. There was no medicine involved, only the man's faith.

Few serious researchers in the field of human health would prescribe faith alone for the healing of major illnesses, but many recognize that faith in God often has a positive bearing on the outcome.

Question: In what ways has your faith helped you deal with illness?

Closing Prayer

O God, thank you for the many helpful things that medical practitioners can do for us today. But thank you, too, that whether in sickness or in health, we are not separated from your love. Help, we pray, all those who are in sickness at this time. In Jesus' name. Amen.
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