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Well, the story of Naaman comes up in the lectionary once every three years and frankly, I can't 
ever resist it. It's just such a great story! Obviously, Jesus thought it was a great story, too. You 
remember he quoted it in his first sermon preached in his hometown synagogue back in 
Nazareth. He had the folks there remember that “there were many lepers in Israel in the time of 
Elisha the prophet, but none of them were cleansed, only Naaman the Syrian.” The folks that 
day didn't particularly like the way that Jesus interpreted that scripture, but Jesus knew that the 
story was a good one, one that had the ability to reveal the true God. 
 
It's a great story, and it's so wonderfully typical of the stories that Israel told to speak of their 
God. Because, it's a reversal story, a story where boundaries get broken down, a story that 
depends on the little guy for God's glory to be revealed. You remember that part of it, don't 
you? When I say the “little guy,” I'm not talking about the prophet Elisha in relation to the great 
general Naaman. Israel would have thought of Elisha himself as a great prophet. No, I'm talking 
about the servants. First, the young slave girl from Israel who serves Naaman's wife and gets 
the whole thing started, and then, of course, Naaman's own servants, who also play a key role. 
 
But, the story has to be that way, because the story is so much more than just some mechanistic 
miracle story where Israel's God breaks the laws of nature to prove to others that He's really 
God. Israel understood God in a much richer, more organic, more complex way than that, and 
so it told stories like this one about the healing of life, not just the healing of a disease.  
See, Naaman needs healing from a lot more than just leprosy! That's the deal here. That's the 
secret knowledge that the servants in the story have in common with Elisha and with the 
readers, you and I. You remember how it goes. 
 
This young slave girl from the conquered land of Israel says to her mistress, Naaman's wife, “If 
only my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy.” 
Now, Naaman you remember was a commander of the Syrian army, “a great man in high favor 
with his master, a mighty warrior...” Naaman was a four-star general, chairman of the joint 
chiefs-of-staff. You get the idea. It's as if Donald Rumsfeld had some very embarrassing skin 
disease, and he'd been to countless dermatologists to no avail, but the Rumsfelds happen to 
have this immigrant Iranian girl working as a maid in their home. One day she mentions to 
Mrs. Rumsfeld that there's this Muslim cleric back in Iran who could cure the Secretary of his 
disease. 
 
You get the idea. But, Naaman's just desperate enough to try it, I mean it was embarrassing for 
a man of his stature to always have this red, peeling thing going on with his skin. I mean really. 
So, he goes to his king to get permission to go to Israel. And the king says, “Of course, and I'll 
write you a letter of reference to the king of Israel.” So, Naaman leaves with his military cadre 
and full accouterments and heads for Israel to the king. And the letter that his king has written 
for him says, “When this letter reaches you, know that I have sent to you my servant Naaman, 
that you may cure him of his leprosy.” 
 
You see, that's just the way kings and other big-shot heavy hitters think. They think they're 
somebody. They think they call the shots, command the respect, and are the movers and 
shakers who are going to “git-r-done.”  But really, how is the king of Israel supposed to heal 
Naaman? He knows he can't, so he thinks (like kings do) that his rival over in Syria is just 
trying to pick a fight, and come up with an excuse to invade his country! Well, you remember, 
Elisha steps in at this point to save the day. He sends word to the king of Israel, saying “relax, 
no big deal, just send him over to me, that he can learn that there's a prophet, a man who brings 
the healing word of God, in Israel.” 



 
So, Naaman heads over there with his horses and chariots, you remember the military cadre 
with full accouterments. They come speeding up the dirt road in a cloud of dust in a couple of 
those black limos with the little flags at each corner. And Elisha looking out the living room 
window, sees them coming and must have rolled his eyes about that time and thought, “Good 
Lord.” In other words, he sized up the situation fairly quickly and sent a messenger out to the 
limo. The messenger runs out, and the limo window comes down and the messenger says, 
“Yeah, go wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh will be restored and you'll be clean.” 
Then the messenger runs back into the house. 
 
And you remember, at that point Naaman goes off. His eyes flare and he gets so angry he could 
spit. “Is this any way to treat a four-star general?” “I thought the prophet himself would come 
out, and wave his hand, perform some cure on me.” “Wash in the Jordan; I could have washed 
in the rivers in Damascus!” Well, like I said, Elisha had sized up the situation fairly quickly; he 
knew that Naaman needed healing from a lot more than just leprosy. There was a lot more than 
an embarrassing skin disease coming between Naaman and God, coming between Naaman and 
everybody. That would be pride. Trouble was, Naaman didn't know it. 
 
We laugh, but that is the trouble. That is the problem with life, isn't it? The problem with life is 
that so much of the time while we're living it, we don't even know what we really need healing 
from, do we? We're a mystery to ourselves so much of the time. We marry one and don't marry 
another for reasons that only begin to become clear ten, fifteen years later, and maybe never 
completely become clear. As parents, we try our best not to make the same mistakes we think 
our parents made with us, only to make different ones, sometimes worse ones, and sometimes 
we end up making the very same ones anyway. And we look back on it never quite sure how it 
all happened, thinking how we would of done some things differently, but not sure if we really 
would have or not. Because, we just did the best we knew at the time, unable to know ourselves 
fully enough, unable to know all the wounds in us that needed healing, to be able to do any 
differently. 
 
We choose a career for who knows all the inner motivating reasons at the time, and maybe ten 
or twenty years down the line, when some of those reasons started to become clear, maybe 
when some of our wounds that needed healing started to become clear, we switch professions. 
Or, maybe we were highly successful in our chosen field, rose the top, like Naaman. Ah, but, 
you see, success has its own price in terms of self-knowledge. It starts to define us, and we start 
to believe what it tells us!  
 
So, how do we make and find peace with our life? Like Naaman, we've lived and continue to 
live so much of the time not able to fully know what we really need healing from. There's good 
news in the story of Naaman. God heals the whole of life. Elisha, of course, knew it. And the 
servants know it. See, it's the privates and the corporals in Naaman's military cadre who come 
up to him, (after he's begun to cool down a little) and say, “Sir, if the prophet had commanded 
you to do something difficult, would you not have done it?” They help to break the hold of his 
ego by appealing to his ego, by appealing to his heroic side. Smart guys. Because they know 
there's more that needs healing than just his leprosy, even if he doesn't. 
 
So, Naaman goes and immerses himself seven times in the muddy Jordan And his skin is 
restored.  But, more importantly, his heart is changed. He goes back to Elisha, this one by 
whom he'd felt so offended. And he says to him, “Now I know that there is no God in all the 
earth except in Israel; please accept a present...” He humbly goes back to thank Elisha as a way 
of thanking God. Elisha won't accept anything, because he knows it's not him. He didn't do 
anything, it’s just who his healing, loving God is. 
 



But, there's still something else that Naaman needs to learn about God, and about life. It's that 
this God's grace never ends. There is nothing Naaman could do that will cause God to change 
God's colors. Naaman says to Elisha, “I have one thing to ask, may the Lord pardon (me) on 
one count: when my master goes into the house of Rimmon to worship there, leaning on my 
arm, and I bow down in the house of Rimmon, when I bow down (to this other god), may the 
Lord pardon me.” And Elisha says, “Go in peace.” 
 
God heals our whole life, our life as a whole, and our whole life long. How can we make and 
find peace with our life, when we've lived so much of it, and continue to, as a mystery to 
ourselves, making what we come to see later as big mistakes? In this trust: God has been and is, 
and will be present, filling our lives with God's own self throughout it all. And so, there is no 
mistake we have ever made or will ever make that can make our whole life a mistake. Our God 
is an ever-present God of mercy and compassion and resurrection: through run-away egos, 
through failed or bad marriages, through mistakes as parents, through bad career choices, or 
just plain bad choices in life, through it all. Even when we crucify God, it doesn't turn our 
whole life into a mistake. Because this living God just keeps coming back in love, and life goes 
on, filled with God. God heals our whole life, our life as a whole our whole life long. 
 
Go in peace. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


