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__________
2 Kings 5:1-14

Naaman, commander of the army of the king of Aram, was a great man and in high favor with his master, because by him the LORD had given victory to Aram. The man, though a mighty warrior, suffered from leprosy. Now the Arameans on one of their raids had taken a young girl captive from the land of Israel, and she served Naaman's wife. She said to her mistress, "If only my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria! He would cure him of his leprosy." So Naaman went in and told his lord just what the girl from the land of Israel had said. And the king of Aram said, "Go then, and I will send along a letter to the king of Israel." 

He went, taking with him ten talents of silver, six thousand shekels of gold, and ten sets of garments. He brought the letter to the king of Israel, which read, "When this letter reaches you, know that I have sent to you my servant Naaman, that you may cure him of his leprosy." When the king of Israel read the letter, he tore his clothes and said, "Am I God, to give death or life, that this man sends word to me to cure a man of his leprosy? Just look and see how he is trying to pick a quarrel with me." 

But when Elisha the man of God heard that the king of Israel had torn his clothes, he sent a message to the king, "Why have you torn your clothes? Let him come to me, that he may learn that there is a prophet in Israel." So Naaman came with his horses and chariots, and halted at the entrance of Elisha's house. Elisha sent a messenger to him, saying, "Go, wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored and you shall be clean." But Naaman became angry and went away, saying, "I thought that for me he would surely come out, and stand and call on the name of the LORD his God, and would wave his hand over the spot, and cure the leprosy! Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of Israel? Could I not wash in them, and be clean?" He turned and went away in a rage. But his servants approached and said to him, "Father, if the prophet had commanded you to do something difficult, would you not have done it? How much more, when all he said to you was, `Wash, and be clean'?" So he went down and immersed himself seven times in the Jordan, according to the word of the man of God; his flesh was restored like the flesh of a young boy, and he was clean. 
__________
Many years ago, when I was new to the investment world, one of the managing directors of the company where I was working decided that it was time for me to be sent out on my first investment presentation.  What that meant was that I would meet with a board of directors or investment committee to bring the members up to date on the investment results of the money we were managing and that they were overseeing.  
To say I was nervous was a complete understatement!  And it didn’t help that I was the only female in the room.  After the prepared part of the presentation was over, I waited for the dreaded question and answer session – the part that required thinking quickly on my feet and coming up with coherent responses – the part my colleagues and I used to refer to as “dancing”.   And “dancing” became essential when our investment performance didn’t measure up to what our clients expected.    
For the most part, the entire presentation went well and when I left the meeting and returned to my office I was on kind of a “high.”  That didn’t last long, though, because the chairman of that committee placed a telephone call to the managing director who sent me and asked him how he could think so little of the relationship as to send a second string player to meet with his committee?  The chairman then suggested that the next time the committee met, that the managing director be there or the committee would seriously considering moving the relationship to another investment manager.  

I guess I’ve never quite gotten over how I felt when I heard about that phone call because when I read this morning’s lesson from 2Kings about Naaman, the memory of that meeting came flooding back to me.   Granted, Naaman was an important man.  He was an Aramean general in charge of a large, successful army, but he wasn’t so mighty and powerful to be above contracting a dreaded and deadly disease such as leprosy.  
I’m not sure how lepers were viewed in his society, but we know how lepers were treated 800 years later in Jesus’ day.  It wouldn’t have mattered how great a man Naaman was, he would have found himself isolated, ignored and scorned by everyone for his skin disease.    
As it turned out, it was a lowly Israelite servant girl waiting on his wife who first helped Naaman find a cure.  The servant girl had heard about a holy man living in Israel named Elisha and suggested that he might be able to help Naaman.  The only help Naaman thought he needed was the kind only a king could provide.  His own king, the King of Aram, whom he called Lord couldn’t help him.  Nor could the King of Israel even when Naaman presented him with an array of his finest treasures.  To his distress, the King realized that Naaman was in need of help from a person with a different kind of power than what he possessed.    

So with all of the horses and chariots that befitted an important warrior, Naaman set out for the deserted place where the prophet Elisha was thought to be living.  Instead of coming out to greet the important visitor that landed on his doorstep, Elisha decided to send his messenger out to greet him and to give him explicit instructions on how to cure his leprosy.  Those instructions involved washing seven times in the Jordan River.  

Now here’s the part that is hard for me to believe.  Instead of going immediately for his cure after hearing the messenger’s instructions, Naaman became indignant that Elisha, himself, hadn’t bothered to come out to greet him.  “I thought that for me” Naaman said, “he would surely come out and stand and call on the name of the Lord his God and would wave his hand over the spot and cure the leprosy!” (2Kings 5:11).   And if that wasn’t enough, then Naaman began making disparaging remarks about the Jordan River as if the waters weren’t  pure or mighty enough.  “Are not…the rivers of Damascus better than all the waters of Israel?  Could I not wash in them and be clean?” he asked (2Kings 5:12).    

To me Naaman was displaying the same amount of arrogance as that chairman who didn’t think I was important enough to deliver a report to his investment committee.  I was only delivering a series of numbers and an explanation for why they were what they were.  There was nothing magical or prophetic about that report.  There were no assumptions or leaps of faith required to hear or understand it.  I just happened to be the wrong messenger without the title or credentials that I needed to be taken seriously.  
And apparently Naaman must have thought the same thing when it came to the lowly messenger who gave him the instructions for giving him his life back – for giving him a cure.  Isn’t it ironic that Naaman’s fate rested in the hands of, first, a lowly servant girl, and then a lowly messenger? 

But isn’t that just the way God works?  Isn’t that what Jesus told us about his Father and showed us by his very life?  And isn’t that what Mary, his mother, knew when she  proclaimed in what is known as the Magnificat - that God her Savior:
“…has scattered the proud in their conceit…

…has cast down the mighty from their thrones

…and sent the rich away empty;

…while looking with favor upon the lowly

…and lifting them up

…and filling the hungry with good things.”  (Magnificat, Luke 1:46-55)

Why is it that a little power and prestige go to our heads and distort the image that we have of ourselves?   Naaman almost missed being cured because of his feelings of self-importance!  At least his own servants had enough good sense to talk their master into following the simple instructions of “wash and be clean.”  
There is some part of me that wanted God to withhold healing from Naaman because of his blatant lack of humility.  But then I’m projecting my own sense of justice onto God.  And God is so much more than what I want or need Him to be because deserving never has been and never will be a prerequisite for God’s healing grace.  It’s not something that can be earned by power, prestige or the right credentials.  And that’s the good news for all of us.    It’s nothing new, either.  It’s just something we tend to forget as we strive so hard to be successful because that’s what our society values.  
We adore our stars of all kinds who rise to the top like cream.  We want to be like them and we make them feel like they are more important than they really are.  But after awhile, the cream curdles.  It always does and then it’s of little value to anyone.        

To anyone, except God, that is, who values every life on this earth, whether it is cream of the crop or not.  God has the capacity to look through our pride and our judgmental nature to see what lies beneath and delights in what He finds there.  
Naaman is a perfect example of that.   God looked beyond his arrogance and saw the person he could become and gave him a chance to be that person – a person who would be great not because of his mighty deeds, but because God had touched his heart, first through a servant girl, then through a messenger and then through Elisha.   And whether I think he deserved it or not makes absolutely no difference to God.  
In her book Amazing Grace, A Vocabulary of Faith (New York: Riverhead Books, a member of Penguin Putnam, Inc., 1998, 150), Kathleen Norris writes: “We praise God not to celebrate our own faith but to give thanks for the faith God has in us.  To let ourselves look at God, and let God look back at us and see through whatever evil we’ve done in our lives to the creature made in (His) image.”  

That’s grace and thank God for that.  Amen.   

