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of time, we see where God used each of them, in ways large and 
small.  In good times and bad.  We remember the ways they provid-
ed a model of God walking with us through situations we do not 
understand.  And we give thanks. 
 
 Today we will gather around the table and we will eat the 
Lord’s Supper.  And we will remember that this table is a foretaste 
of what is to come, as well as a reminder of what has been.  All 
those who have come before will be dining with us.  We will read 
the names of those who joined their ranks this year.  And we will 
know that God is in our midst.  As we come to the table bringing 
our burdens, our joys, our fears, and our prayers, we know that God 
is nourishing us for what we encounter every day.  God is remind-
ing us of the eternal love that we do not always understand or think 
we are worthy of receiving.  We taste the broken body thinking 
about who we are sometimes broken.  We drink the spilled blood 
thinking about the times we are poured out.  And in them, we will 
encounter the living Christ who calls us to him.  And for today, that 
will be enough.  It will once again remind us that we are not in con-
trol, that our prayers do not determine the outcome, but that God is 
always at work in our lives and at work in and with us.  Thanks be 
to God.  Amen. 
 

 



And how many of you have thought “why not me?” “Why wasn’t 
my faith enough to make me, my loved ones, my friends, the 
world – all of it well?”   how many of you have laid awake at 
night wondering what more you might need to do for God to in-
tervene?  What do you do with those questions? 
 
 I encourage you to go back to Naaman for a minute.  To 
look at the story again.  To start, it does not say that God gave 
Naaman leprosy.  And yet, it was people who knew of God who 
were able to direct Naaman’s path.  It was the servant girl who 
pointed him to the prophet, and the prophet who pointed him to 
the work of God.  God did not cause Naaman’s pain, but God was 
in the midst of his struggles as he sought relief. 
 
 That feels like a place we can rest. Not in the cliché “if 
God brings you to it, God brings you through it.”  We do not be-
lieve that it is God’s will for God’s people to suffer.  We do be-
lieve in a world where we live as humans, and things happen that 
do not always make sense, or that we do not understand.  But we 
can rest in the place of knowing that God does not abandon us 
when these things happen.  I can say without a doubt that God did 
not cause the death of eleven people in a synagogue last week just 
to prove a point.  But, I do know that in this moment, there is an 
outpouring of love for the members of the community that can 
only come from God.  God did not cause Hurricanes Florence or 
Matthew, but through the work of God’s people, recovery will 
happen.  And part of the work of God’s people is prayer.  Honest, 
raw, soul searching prayer.  The prayers we pray when the tests 
come back with bad news, the prayers we pray when the word 
divorce is first mentioned.  The prayers we pray when we are at 
our wits end and nothing else is working.  When we are in those 
moments, we know that God walks with us.  God will not leave 
us. 
 
 I was looking at the names of those members on the ne-
crology list for later in the service.  Some were members who 
died before I arrived – the list begins with those who died after 
the last Necrology.  Some were members who fought bravely 
against disease – with faith and courage and God was with them 
as they reached their final healing in death.  Some died unexpect-
edly and God walks with us as we continue to grieve and mourn.  
As we reflect on all the saints who have lived and died through all 
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 Today’s reading begins like a game of telephone.  Do you 
remember playing that game?  Everyone sits in a circle and the first 
person whispers a phrase into the ear of the person next to them.  
Then that person passes the message on to the person next to them, 
and so on.  You must speak quietly, and cannot change the message 
on purpose.  When it comes back, the last person says what they 
heard, and the original player says what they said.  It is rarely the 
same thing, and often has hysterical results.  “Bananas are better 
than biscuits” may come out on the other side as “bananas are beer 
battered lipsticks.”   This game starts a little differently. 
 
 Naaman was the commander of the Aram army.  He was a 
man of power, prestige, renown.  By adding in the detail that the 
Lord gave him victory, the author of the text is pointing out how 
powerful he was seen to have been.  And then, just like that, the 
line is dropped in that he had leprosy.  This could have been just a 
throw away detail, but it in fact changes the course of the story.  
This disease was most likely a skin condition similar to psoriasis or 
eczema.   It may have been what we know of as Hanson’s Disease – 
the infection that causes fingers to fall off if left untreated.  Either 
way, what it was, was not good news for the military hero.  It 
would have reduced his status from hero to zero faster than you can 
imagine.   
 
 There were probably many whispered conversations be-
tween Naaman and his wife, which led to the first transmission in 
the telephone game.  Naaman’s wife had a servant girl – she was 
really a victim – taken as the spoils of war in the recent battle -  
serving against her will (if we are honest about it).  And yet, she 
offers a word of hope to Naaman’s wife who seeks a cure by telling 
her, “‘If only my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria! He 
would cure him of his leprosy.’  Naaman’s wife told Naaman, who 
immediately went to his King seeking permission to go to the for-
eign land and be healed.  The Aram king wrote a letter to the king 
of Israel and Naaman took it along with ten talents of silver, six 



thousand shekels of gold, and ten sets of garments.  When he 
reached the king, the game of telephone reached it's end.  For you 
see, the servant girl had not said the king of Israel had the power 
to heal, but that is what was in the letter to the king, “When this 
letter reaches you, know that I have sent to you my servant 
Naaman, that you may cure him of his leprosy.’. 
 

 This information enraged the king – he thought it was a 
trap to start a war, for he had no idea how to cure a man of lepro-
sy!  And then we meet Elijah – the prophet Naaman’s servant had 
told him about.  Elijah called out from the house that all Naaman 
had to do be healed was to go bathe in the Jordan river, right out-
side, and be healed.  This did not suit Naaman. Surely, a man of 
his importance and celebrity should have been treated better.  
Where was the fanfare?  The special treatment?  Why didn't he 
come out of the house and speak to him in person?   
Reading the passage this week, there was one line in the sermon 
that stood out to me -  ‘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”?’  
  

 Reading the commentaries this week, there was a mixture 
of responses to Nnaman’s going down to the Jordan to take a dip 
after his servants convinced him to.  It seems that many of them 
claim that it was not his going into the water that healed him, but 
his belief in God and God’s work that healed him. 
 

 What has happened deeper in the text is that Naaman is 
now a foreigner who worshipped many Gods in his country, and 
now us relying on one God – our God-- for his healing.  It is his 
belief in that power, that humbling himself before the Lord that 
caused him to be healed.  And that raises some serious questions 
for me. 
 

 What about those who believe and aren’t healed?  What 
about those who go take a dip in the Jordan and emerge still in-
fected?  What do we do with that?  In May, I will mark my 13th 
anniversary of my ordination – that’s a long time to have been 
doing this work, and I have some amazing stories to tell.  Stories 
about hope and the power of the gospel to transform lives.  Sto-
ries about the church at her worst and the church at her best.  
Times when healing happened and, many about when it didn’t.  
And I so want to read this story for today and proclaim that all 
you have to do is believe and dip in the waters and you will be 
healed. 

 But, I can’t.  Because we all know that it doesn’t work 
that way.  I’m not saying that we should quit praying for those 
who are ill or suffering – we believe in the power of prayer, and 
we believe God works through prayer to offer healing.  Studies 
have shown that those who pray before surgery have better out-
comes.  And I have seen individuals who we thought were days 
from dying walk out of the hospital.  One of the hardest theolo-
gies I as a pastor have to push back against is the Prosperity Gos-
pel.  These are the ideas that make it sounds like God is a Celes-
tial Vending Machine, and if we pray enough, ask enough, and 
are good enough God will give us everything we want.  It's the 
idea that if we just have enough faith and positive thoughts, we 
will never have financial, physical, or spiritual worries.  And 
that’s not who we are, and what we believe. 
  
 I read a book on study leave by Kate Bowler, one of the 
premier Prosperity Gospel scholars and historians.  It is called 
“Everything Happens for a Reason: and Other Lies I’ve loved.”  
In it, she details her account of being diagnosed with stage 4 ter-
minal cancer and her experiences in getting treatment.  She was 
“#blessed” that she had colleagues who were able to get her ac-
cess to health care and treatments at Duke and Emory Universi-
ties, and yet she would be the first to tell you that prayer alone is 
not going to heal her.  She doesn’t get to simply say some prayers 
and be all better.  Her treatment has been brutal, and right now 
she lives three months at a time between scans waiting to see if 
the experimental protocol she is on is still working.  She tells a 
story about when she was recovering in the hospital from surgery 
and her husband was home alone with their toddler son.   
 A woman came to the door and as part of the conversation 
said, “everything happens for a reason.” 
 “I’d love to hear it,” her husband replied. 
 “Pardon?”, she said, startled. 
 “The reason my wife is dying”, he said in that sweet and 
sour way he has, effectively ending the conversation as the neigh-
bor stammered something and handed him a casserole.  
 We have all of these stories of healing in the Bible.  
Naaman, the hemorrhaging woman in the Gospels, Lazarus was 
raised from the dead for goodness sake!  Jesus healed lepers, cast 
out demons, made the blind see, and paralytics walk.  And how 
many times did we hear him say “your faith has made you well?”   
  


