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Testing the Power of Prayer 
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J. S. Heilig and Dalmen Mayer (Letters, 9 May, p. 891), commenting on the profile of 
cardiologist Herbert Benson (W. Roush, Research News, 18 Apr., p. 357), discuss earlier 
approaches to establish objectively the efficacy of prayer in healing but do not mention a 
double-blind clinical trial using a sequential analysis protocol conducted by the British 
psychopharmacologist C. R. B. Joyce and R. M. C. Welldon (1). Forty-eight patients being 
treated for chronic psychological or rheumatic disease at two outpatient clinics at the London 
Hospital were matched in pairs by age, sex, and primary clinical diagnosis. One member of 
each pair was then assigned by the spin of a coin to the "treatment" group. Prayer groups 
received a brief abstract outlining the clinical conditions of patients in the "treatment" group 
(identifying them only by first name and an initial) and were asked to pray over a 6-month 
period for these patients. Other treatments were continued or given as necessary to all 
patients. After completion of the 6-month period, the clinical state of each pair of patients was 
reassessed, and the treatment group (prayer or control) associated with the better clinical 
outcome in the pair was noted. Joyce and Welldon concluded at the end of their study that 
there was no significant difference (at a 95% probability level) in the clinical state of patients 
in the "treatment" and control groups. However, they noted problems in the design and 
implementation of the protocol that might have influenced the results. The discussion section 
of the paper provides an interesting overview of the problems of designing and conducting an 
unbiased trial of the efficacy of prayer. 
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Two letters of 9 May discuss "testing" the power of prayer. One cites a study that found 
no statistically significant influence of prayer on the longevity of those prayed for. Such 
tests are based on the premise that the principal criterion for determining the efficacy of 
prayer is whether God answers the petitioner, that is, whether he cures or saves 
someone. But in my understanding of Christianity and some other religions, that 
criterion is not the principal purpose for prayer, for it places God in the role of a 
supreme being accommodating the bidder's requests. Rather, the purpose of prayer is to 
open or expand contact with God so that one who prays can deepen one's spiritual life 
and discern God's will (not man's will). This deepening of the spiritual life may allow a 
person to deal better with--but need not eliminate--a crisis. 
 
So, do people who pray somehow deal better with crises than those who do not? People 
who pray while thinking of God as someone whose primary purpose is to do their 
bidding could be screened from a study designed to answer that question. A study with 
such screening could provide a more accurate assessment of the power of prayer. 
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Mayer criticizes Benson's choice of controls in trials to determine the effect of prayer on 
coronary bypass patients and says that Benson should have included a control group of 
patients who know they are not being prayed for. One should also keep in mind the ethics of 
clinical trial design, however. Such a control group would not, by Benson's criteria, be 
receiving the best possible care. 
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