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It was the best of times; it was the worst of times. So begins the story of Naaman, enemy of Israel, commander of the army of the King of Aram living in and around what is today Syria. Naaman had proved himself to be a superior warrior and capable leader of the troops. He had risen to a place of prominence in the king’s eyes in large part because the king’s treasury was stocked with the fruits of Naaman’s conquests. It was the best of times for Naaman. Yet it was also the worst of times, for Naaman was a leper. He suffered from some skin disorder that was more serious than chronic acne, though not as dire as the disease we now call leprosy. It was the one foe he could not conquer – this leprosy that waged war on his skin.

Naaman knew nothing of the God of Abraham and Moses. He was from Aram, not Israel. Yet so desperate for healing was he, that when an Israelite slave girl suggested that a Hebrew prophet in Samaria might cure him, he jumped at the possibility. With the consent of the king, he headed for Israel with horses and chariots loaded with silver and gold to purchase a cure for his pain. He was not too proud to seek help, but he would not ask for a handout. He would pay for his healing. He also carried a letter from the King of Aram asking the King of Israel to cure the leprosy. The slave girl had recommended the prophet, but Naaman was THE COMMANDER OF THE ARMY OF ARAM; he would go right to the top, to the king!

The King of Israel was impressed and downright fearful. The letter from the King of Aram demanded from him a miracle he could not provide. The king had no healing powers; he knew of no cure for leprosy; he had no idea to whom to refer Naaman and telehealth wasn’t yet available! In this impossible request for healing the king saw a pretext for war, anticipating that when he denied the request of the King of Aram, the incensed king would let loose Naaman and his army upon Israel. The King of Aram had asked for more than Israel’s king could possibly give, and he had sent his five-star general as collection agent.

I wonder why the King of Israel didn’t have more faith. Why did he panic instead of turning to God for help? Why did he not consult the prophet? Perhaps he was weak, or perhaps he was like us. Faced with a difficult situation or impending doom, with a crisis on the horizon and no earthly idea of how to avoid it, doubt and despair tend to drown out the voice of faith that says, “through God all things are possible.” Fears fill our hearts and our ears with dire predictions until the persistent, still, small voice of God can finally be heard to say, “Do not fear! I am with you!” That still, small voice is whispering to us a lot these tumultuous days with so much chaos in our world and lives; it is easy to be overwhelmed by the news cycle and the calamities on the horizon. But that voice continues to speak to us, to try to comfort and encourage us, to remind us if we will just listen for it: Do not fear! I am with you, says the Lord.

That still, small voice of God was spoken to Israel’s king in the bold voice of the prophet Elisha, telling the king that all would be well if the king would send Naaman to him. Not the King of Israel, but the prophet of God held the key to Naaman’s healing. The king did as Elisha suggested with great gratitude, and more than a little fear and trembling. So it was that Naaman arrived at Elisha’s door with his entourage of horses, chariots, gold, silver, and brass band, ready to impress this prophet who might heal him. Naaman knocked at the door and stood back, ready to give the prophet a chance to heal the mighty NAAMAN, COMMANDER OF THE ARMY OF ARAM. But the prophet did not appear. Instead, a lowly servant came to the door with a message: “Elisha says you are to go, wash in the Jordan seven times; your flesh will be restored and you will be clean. Thanks for stopping. Have a nice day.” Then the door closed.

I wonder what shade of purple Naaman’s face turned at that moment. Pride which had swelled with his military victories had convinced him that he was someone of importance. He had come to believe the press clippings and glowing comments about him back home. Yet, he stood at Elisha’s closed door, treated like a common leper by a lowly prophet. Naaman’s pride had been wounded in two respects: by Elisha’s failure to appear and perform some healing ritual in person, and by Elisha’s request that he do something as simple as washing in the Jordan River seven times. Naaman was a warrior, a doer of great deeds. The healing of his leprosy demanded of him humility that was beyond his reach at that moment. It demanded that he acknowledge that the prophet of Israel was greater than the commander of the Aramean army and so need not meet him in person. It demanded that Naaman do what was instructed, no matter how easy it was. It demanded that he wash in the Jordan River, a body of water that is less than pristine. One historian has described that river in these terms:

Mostly silent and black in spite of its speed, but now and then 
breaking into praise and whitening foam, Jordan scours along muddy 
between banks of mud, careless of beauty, careless of life.

Wash in the muddy waters of the Jordan! Right! You would come out more diseased than when you went in! There were waters back home in Aram that were far better than this sluggish Jordan ditch. What could the Jordan waters do that the clear, pure waters back home could not do? Naaman was ready to forego the healing Elisha offered, for it seemed beneath him.


It is sometimes hard to do the easy thing. We want something worthy of our talents, our skills, our place in life. When I was rehabbing from shoulder surgery some years ago, the surgeon told me to lie on the floor with a golf club and simply lift it up over my head as far as I could go. Should I use some weights,” I asked. “No,” he said, “just a golf club.” Would a weighted bar be better,” I suggested. “No,” he said, “just a golf club.” “Would a driver with a little weight be better than an iron,” I asked. “No,” he said somewhat annoyed, “any club will do.” It seemed too easy; but I did as I was told; I picked up a club, laid down on the floor, and went to lift the club over my head, only to find that it stopped before I had barely reached eye level, and I could go no further. It was a humbling experience. I thought I was going to build up strength, but the goal was just to improve the range of motion. It was weeks before I could get the club over my head. I never asked again about the weights! 

It is sometimes hard to do the easy thing; out of hubris we may even forego the blessings of the simple thing that is asked of us. Perhaps that is why Jesus tells us that unless we become like children, we can never enter the kingdom of heaven; we must be willing to do not only the heroic and courageous things, not only the noteworthy or praiseworthy things, but also the simple things that even a child might do. For Naaman, that meant washing in the river Jordan.


Naaman would have turned his back on the Jordan and remained a leper for life, but his servants saved him from that fate. They stepped forward to guide him back to a healing path just as the servant girl had guided him on the road to Elisha. “If the prophet had told you to do something difficult or daring, you’d have done it,” they said. “So why not do something so simple as to wash and be clean?” The hard thing for the military commander was being obedient to a simple order. The hard thing for proud Naaman was acting with great humility. Finally, he relented, bent his knees, and washed in the Jordan as Elisha had told him. Then he was healed and his flesh restored, like that of a little child. 

What a contrast Naaman offers to the leper who was healed by Jesus with the other nine! Far from being a proud hero, he was an outcast, relegated to the side of the road with the other lepers, at a safe distance from the healthy folk. Those lepers came to Jesus without gifts of gold, frankincense or furs, came without an entourage or brass band, came without a title or letter from the king, came without medals or puffed-up chests to pin them on. They simply cried out for mercy, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”  Everything about those lepers bespoke humility and the desperate hope that Jesus might somehow help them. And he did – with no grand action, just a simple direction to go and show themselves to the priest. Unlike Naaman, they didn’t object but went straight away to see the priest, and on the way, they were healed. Yet, only one returned to thank Jesus – the Samaritan, the one least expected to offer gratitude. He alone came back, threw himself at Jesus’ feet, and thanked him for the healing Jesus had provided. He was not too proud to be healed, nor too proud to acknowledge the greatness of the one who had healed him.

Two lepers – one proud (almost too proud) and one humble in every way – both healed of their disease, both grateful for God’s healing grace. Which leper looks most like you? When you come to God in prayer with your own diseases and deformities of life, with your requests and petitions, in the best of times or the worst of times, do you sound more like Naaman or like the leper healed by Jesus? Do you come on bended knee with a humble heart, asking for God’s healing grace? Or do you expect to have your request granted in payment for all the good gifts you have to offer? Do you offer thanks for the healing you receive, or do you get on with life, forgetting what God has done for you?

In his autobiography, Malcolm X describes his first experience in trying to pray following his religious conversion. He writes:
The hardest test I ever faced in my life was praying…bending my knees to pray – that act – well, that took me a week. You know what my life had been. Picking a lock to rob someone’s house was the only way my knees had ever been bent before. I had to force myself to bend my knees. And waves of shame and embarrassment would force me back up. For evil to bend its knees, admitting its guilt, to implore the forgiveness of God, is the hardest thing in the world.

For pride to bend its knees in prayer, contrition, or humility is just as hard, but may be necessary for healing. Can you do that? Can you bend your knees and your pride and come to God humbly willing to do whatever God asks, to follow where God leads wherever that may be, to accept a gift of grace from someone else’s hand? The Lord heals sinsick souls and mends broken lives with touches of grace every day. Dare you humble yourself to ask, “Jesus, have mercy on me!”? For “those who humble themselves will be exalted,” says Jesus. May you be so exalted – and healed! Amen
�  George Adam Smith, Historical Geography of the Holy Land, p.486


� The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Ballantine Books: New York, 1964, pp.169-170
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