
June 26, 2016 

                                   Prayer 

Come thou fount of every blessing, tune my heart to sing thy grace. 

Streams of mercy, never ceasing, call for songs of loudest praise. 

Teach me some melodious sonnet. Sung by flaming tongues above. 

Praise the mount, I’m fixed upon it. Mount of Thy redeeming love. 

 

 

If we were to consider the landscape of Hebrew history, it’s unlikely that Naaman would show 

up on anyone’s top-ten list of great Old Testament characters. In fact, the chapter from which our 

scripture reading comes is the only Old Testament scene in which Naaman appears. However, 

Luke’s gospel tells us that when Jesus (the son of God!) delivers his first sermon in Nazareth, he 

preaches on Naaman. Luke’s gospel goes on to tell us that those who showed up that morning to 

hear Jesus preach were so filled with rage at what they heard that they attempted to throw him 

off a cliff. As a young seminarian preaching my first sermon for you at Birmingham First, trust 

me when I tell you that the irony is not lost on me. 

  

The narrator of today’s scripture reading introduces us to Naaman for the first time by giving us 

his resume – and it’s fairly complete. We are told his name: Naaman. We are told his profession: 

he’s commander and chief of the Syrian army. We are told of his achievements: he’s been quite 

successful in battle. We’re even given some references as well: he has an endorsement from the 

King. Based on this description, I tend to picture Naaman standing tall with gleaming epaulets on 

his shoulders and medals across his chest for every battle under his belt. 

  

It’s an impressive resume to be sure, except for the last line: “The man, though a mighty warrior, 

suffered from leprosy.” These three words (just three words), “suffered from leprosy,” threaten 

to unpick the potential of all his achievements. Leprosy, a devastating skin disease, resulted not 

only in the decay of one’s skin, but with this disease came moral judgment and a social stigma, 

that if discovered would often lead to rejection and exclusion. Had he the power, I suspect the 

mighty general, Naaman, would have court-martialed his own body for insubordination. Yet his 

body refused to salute. Naaman’s armor was able to protect him in battle, but it was powerless to 

protect him from that which was eating him up from within. 

  

In just one verse of scripture we are given two pictures of Naaman: (1) Naaman the successful 

soldier, and (2) Naaman the silent sufferer. We are rid of the temptation to paint Naaman with 

only one brush as we are so tempted to do with ourselves and others. Naaman invites us to see 

within the human condition the contradiction between the inner and outer life – between the 
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private and the public. Naaman invites us to grapple with the complexity of our own lives. We 

may or may not have Naaman’s grand resume, and we may not suffer from leprosy, but if our 

own resumes were written in the truth, by the truth, and with nothing but the truth, I suspect that 

we’d all have at least three words that would threaten to undo our achievements. It can be a 

difficult thing to face those contradictions and complexities but, like Naaman, we must. 

  

Now, we are not told how long Naaman has been living with the diagnosis or how far the disease 

has progressed, but we do get the sense that he’s desperate, as we take note of where and how 

Naaman’s healing journey begins. It begins with the words of an unnamed Israelite servant 

girl…a slave…the spoils of war who was captured and forcibly removed from her family when 

Naaman’s mighty army invaded Israel.  

  

It was not uncommon for servants to wash the clothes of their masters. Perhaps this is how she 

knew of Naaman’s skin disease. I wonder if this servant girl considered taking an item of 

clothing (the evidence of Naaman’s sickness) and using it for harm – perhaps releasing it to the 

press. After all, Naaman is her captor. He is the enemy of her people. It was at Naaman’s hand 

that this young girl lost her home, her family, and all she once held dear, only to be relegated to a 

life of servitude in a foreign land. It would be understandable (perhaps even justifiable) if, in 

bitterness and anger, this servant girl sought revenge on Naaman. But she doesn’t. Instead, she 

speaks up and offers Naaman an opportunity for healing. “If only my lord were with the prophet 

who is in Samaria! He could cure him of his leprosy.” 

  

We are not told the name of this servant girl, but I happen to know her name. I know her name. 

Her name is Grace. Her name is Grace. She offers love to her master – the commanding officer – 

the one who has the blood of her people on his hands. She offers him love he does not deserve, 

and that’s grace. Perhaps, like Naaman, our healing journey begins when we accept love that we 

do not deserve. As the apostle Paul writes, “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” Like 

Naaman, our healing journey will begin with grace or it will not begin at all.  

  

This healing journey takes Naaman into Northern Israel, but note where he journeys to first. 

While Naaman shows some initial humility by accepting the servant girl’s advice to consult with 

the prophet in Samaria, he still assumes that real power is confined to the royal courts. So 

Naaman journeys first to the capital, taking with him ten talents of silver, six thousand shekels of 

gold, ten new suits, and a letter asking the King of Israel to provide the cure. With all the 

appropriate diplomatic flourishes, Naaman is received into the palace of the King. At this point, I 

imagine the King of Israel calling together his associates, aides, and advisors and telling them, 

“This man, the general of the greatest military threat to our nation, has come to me for healing. 

Am I God to give death or life (which is not a bad thing for the rich and powerful to ask 

themselves from time to time)?” But the story tells us that the King begins to tear his clothes in 

anger and grief, thinking this is some kind of trick, some kind of pretext for war. 

  

But Elisha, the prophet in Samaria, hears of this and writes to the King, saying, essentially, 

“Keep your shirt on. Send him to me. Send to me the commander of the enemy forces. Send to 

me the one who killed our fathers and brothers. Send to me the one who captured our mothers 

and sisters. Send to me the one who destroyed our land and our homes. Send him to me that he 

may learn that there is a prophet in Israel.”  
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So Naaman gathers up his entourage, his horses and his chariots and journeys to the house of 

Elisha. But when he gets there Elisha doesn’t even bother to greet him. Instead, Elisha sends him 

a messenger. “Just tell him to wash seven times in the Jordan River and he will be healed.” This 

time it is Naaman who throws a fit. Where is the glitz and glamor, where is the grand healing 

liturgy and the waving of hands, where is the pomp and circumstance? Does he know who I am? 

He wants me to what? To bathe? If that’s all I have to do, I can wash in the Abana, the Pharpar, 

the rivers of Damascus! After all, those are far better than the muddy little creek that you call a 

river! 

  

Naaman turns around and is ready to leave when, once again, a word comes to him from a lowly, 

unnamed servant: “I know this seems foolish, but if he had commanded you to do something 

difficult, you would have done it right? We’ve come all this way, why not just give it a try?” 

  

At last, Naaman goes to the river. This time, I picture him in humility (but perhaps even some 

frustration) removing his armor, the medals, and the regalia, He immerses himself in the water 

and begins to dip seven times. I’m not sure how this happened, but somehow those mundane 

muddy waters became, for Naaman, streams of mercy never ceasing. And this outsider’s 

outsider, this enemy, this foreigner, this pagan, this leper, is healed by the God if Israel. Though 

this may seem strange, I want to suggest to you that this story is not an anomaly. This is how 

God chooses to work in the world. 

  

Some years ago, a woman by the name of Susan Boyle stepped out of relative obscurity and onto 

a stage to audition for Britain’s Got Talent. Perhaps you’ve seen the video. After some painfully 

awkward banter, a few eye-rolls from the judges, and pitied laughter from the crowd, she began 

to sing: “I dreamed a dream in time gone by, when hope was high and life worth living. I 

dreamed that love would never die. I dreamed that God would be forgiving.” As her mezzo-

soprano voice reached the ears of those in attendance, the audience immediately rose to their feet 

in astonishment and applause, unable to make sense of what they were hearing, seeing, 

experiencing – an unglamorous, middle-aged, and rather eccentric woman singing like a star.  

  

It was overwhelming. She became an overnight sensation. Within three days the video of her 

performance reached 2.5 million online views and her subsequent album became the best-selling 

debut album in UK history. But I want to suggest to you that her success wasn’t due so much to 

the fact that she could sing so well but that she represented the desire of so many people for their 

entire dignity and worth to be recognized…to have their stories told. Tapping into that desire and 

hope, it was as if the sound waves of her voice washed over the judges and crowd like the waters 

of the River Jordan – streams of mercy – healing them of their callousness and prejudice. They 

were no longer laughing at her and but laughing with her in sheer delight. 

  

I think this is how God works in the world. God works through ordinary, and unexpected means, 

like the mundane, muddy waters of the River Jordan. God’s truth comes to us through those 

we’re least likely to notice: through the voice of the obscure and unkempt Susan Boyle, through 

the words and advice of lowly, unnamed servants, and most fully through the life of a child, born 

in an inauspicious barn in Bethlehem – a child who would one day preach his first sermon and 

insist that we remember the story of Naaman…insist that we remember that God’s grace is 
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unexpected precisely because it comes through and is for the unexpected – the outsider, the 

foreigner, the enemy, the leper, and, yes, even us. 

 

Join the song of praise and protest all the nations of the earth 

God who loves the poor and humble sings of dignity and worth. 

Those the world has long rejected take at last their rightful place. 

Joining in the song of Mary, filled with unexpected grace. 

  


