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Our two stories about lepers this morning have key similarities but also many differences.  The 
two lepers appear to come from very different stations in life.  Their pursuits of healing are 
different; they bring rather different attitudes to their quests, at least apparently.  But the results 
are the same.  They are healed by the same God and both respond with profound gratitude, 
gratitude that leads them to do things rather contrary to the instructions they are given.  And both 
of these stories have something to teach us this morning, I think. 
 
Let’s start with the story of Naaman and Elisha.  It’s a rather peculiar story, perhaps even a bit 
subversive.  For starters, the protagonist is not someone we’d expect to encounter in this way in 
the stories of the kings of Israel and Judah.  Naaman is the enemy.  He’s the chairman of the joint 
chiefs of staff of the country sometimes called Aram in the Bible or, more familiarly, Syria, 
Israel’s neighbor and, then as now, one of their bitterest enemies.  Naaman has been key in 
leading Aram’s army to victory over Israel.  The little slave girl who points him in the direction 
of Elisha for healing is a Hebrew child taken captive during one of his company’s forays into 
Israel.  In fact, the scriptures tell us that in defeating God’s chosen people, Naaman was acting as 
God’s instrument. 
 
So, here’s our first lesson for the morning.  God picks unlikely heroes and blesses them in 
unexpected ways.  In empowering Naaman to lead Aram over Israel and in healing Naaman from 
his leprosy, God does not act in a way that those who call on God’s name would anticipate.  
When Israel went to war, Israel expected God to give them the victory, not side with their 
enemy.  In the aftermath of their military defeat, the people of Israel may well have taken 
Naaman’s leprosy as God’s punishment on him for daring to strike the Chosen People.  They 
certainly wouldn’t have expected God to use Elisha and their river Jordan to cure this heathen.  
In fact, they were still outraged by this story hundreds of years later.  A few weeks ago, we heard 
in Sunday School the story from Luke about Jesus visiting his hometown of Nazareth early in his 
ministry and preaching to them.  During that sermon, sometimes referred to as “Jesus’ Mission 
Statement,” he reminded them of this story as well as the story of Elijah feeding the Gentile 
woman in Sidon during a drought thanks to a miracle from God.  His point was that God blesses 
others besides the Children of Israel.  It was at this point that his lifelong neighbors attempted to 
stone Jesus. 
 
Yahweh sent this word through the prophet Isaiah: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are your ways my ways,” declares the LORD. “As the heavens are higher than the earth, 
so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”  Or, as one 
commentator on this passage puts it, our God is a Wild God.  We don’t dare load God up with 
our human expectations; try to box God in within our categories.  God will surprise us every 
time.  We do not control the Creator of All.  There’s a wonderful moment in the book, The Lion, 
the Witch and the Wardrobe, from which I’ve quoted many times among you.  When first told 
about Aslan, the powerful and awesome lion whose presence may frighten the children, Lucy, 
with some trepidation, asks Mr. Beaver, “Then he isn’t safe?”  “Safe?” replies Mr. Beaver. 
“Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good.” 
 
There are also some more expected elements to the story of Naaman and Elisha.  Naaman is a 
man of power and influence and he acts like it.  When he hears of a potential cure for his disease, 
he doesn’t just pop across the border and take the chance of queuing up with other sufferers 
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outside the prophet’s non-FDA approved clinic.  Instead, he uses the highest government 
channels and his wealth to ensure that he’ll get his treatment.  In today’s market, the silver and 
gold brought by Naaman as a “gift” for the prophet would be worth nearly $1.5 million.  And, in 
today’s world, the rich and powerful still assume that their privileged position will get them 
access to the best medical care, the most cutting-edge treatments.  It’s hard for me to read this 
story and not think of the fact that millions of Americans are still without health insurance, 
unable to afford treatments they need to live normal lives.  Yet efforts to bridge this gap continue 
to be held up over politics – whose party will get credit and whose the blame.  Even an imperfect 
system to bring health care to all is preferable to the current situation.  Naaman’s story also 
reminds me that HIV/AIDS, the leprosy of our day, kills 6,600 people every day in Africa, many 
of whom could be restored to health by drugs that cost as little as a dollar a day to manufacture.  
They simply can’t afford them.  It wouldn’t have been a problem for Naaman.  It wouldn’t be a 
problem for most of us. 
 
So, Naaman comes swaggering into Samaria, pays his respects at the palace and gets his 
directions for Elisha’s house.  When he gets to the prophet’s domicile, he expects a little 
courtesy.  He waits for the prophet to come to him and heal him, on the spot.  Instead, Elisha 
sends a servant to deliver the prescription.  Naaman reacts predictably.  “Whaddya mean he’s too 
busy to come out?  Doesn’t he know who I am?  And what’s with this ‘wash in the Jordan River’ 
stuff?  Have you looked at that river lately?  At least our water is clean in Syria.  I could have 
stayed home and washed!”  Once again, his servants are Naaman’s voice of reason.  In fact, 
before we pass judgment on Naaman for his presumption, let’s look at what the servants say to 
him and what that tells us about Naaman.  “If the prophet had asked you to do something hard 
and heroic, wouldn't you have done it?  So why not this simple "wash and be clean'?”  The 
servants understand something about Naaman.  First of all, he’s desperate to be healed, desperate 
enough to travel into enemy territory, desperate enough to spend a huge amount of money.  And 
whether it’s through desperation or through some basic decency of character or wisdom, he will 
listen to advice, even from servants.  For all of his bluster and seeming sense of entitlement, 
Naaman is frightened and willing to do whatever it takes to be healed. 
 
In this way, Naaman isn’t really so different from the leper healed by Jesus.  The nameless 
fellow in the Gospel was equally desperate.  Mark tells us that he got down on his knees and 
begged Jesus for help.  Despite his pride, Naaman was willing to take on any task to be healed, 
ultimately even tolerating perceived insult and a demeaning regimen of treatment.  Why were 
these men so equally desperate?  Perhaps at this point, a short discursus on leprosy is in order.  
We don’t know from what disease either of these unfortunate fellows was suffering.  In Jesus’ 
time, the word leprosy could mean almost any skin condition.  Jewish scribes counted as many as 
seventy-two different afflictions that were defined as leprosy.  But although many of these 
diseases were fairly mild and curable, even in Biblical times, they were all regarded with horror.  
For one thing, it must have been difficult to differentiate between them.  That spot on your 
spouse’s face might simply be a pimple or it might be the first sign of a deadly infection.  For 
another thing, any blemish was an imperfection, a sign of the loss of the favor of whatever god 
one served and possibly retribution for some unknown sin.  The Hebrew Scriptures have several 
accounts of God afflicting people with leprosy as punishment.  In Israel, lepers were excluded 
from society.  Leviticus 13 says, “The person who has the leprous disease shall wear torn clothes 
and let the hair of his head be disheveled; and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, 'Unclean, 
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unclean.' ...He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the camp.”  Naaman didn’t face 
these same strictures but very likely he would have eventually been as unwelcome in his society 
as he would have been in Israel.  It is common in human nature to be frightened or repelled by 
disease and weakness.  In addition to the medical, spiritual and social implications of leprosy, 
there was also a financial impact.  Unable to be in normal relationship with his neighbors, a leper 
was unable to work and was generally reduced to begging, which meant that his wife and 
children were reduced to begging as well.  To be a leper in the time of Elisha or in the time of 
Jesus was a terrible affliction. 
 
Who are the modern lepers among us?  Who is it in our society that we shy away from?  The 
mentally disabled?  The poor?  The old?  The young?  Those whose skin is different?  Those 
whose clothing is different?  Those who don’t speak as we do?  Those who eat foods we don’t 
like?  Those who call God by a different name?  Jesus was moved with pity and reached out to 
touch the leper, willing to run the risk of being infected himself, and the certainty of being 
ritually unclean, in order to comfort and to heal.  Are we willing to reach out to those who need 
the comfort of a human touch, a human smile, a kind word, an hour of companionship on a 
lonely day?  Mother Teresa, who famously worked with lepers throughout her career in Calcutta, 
said, “We have drugs for people with diseases like leprosy. But these drugs do not treat the main 
problem, the disease of being unwanted.” 
 
The question comes to us, from what disease of body, mind or spirit are we desperate to be 
cured?  I daresay that all of us, at one time or another, have had the experience of being the leper, 
the outsider.  Perhaps we’ve faced social barriers of class or race.  Perhaps we’ve been strangers 
in a strange land.  Or perhaps we’ve felt cut off from those around us by what U2, in their 
beautiful song, “One,” call “the lepers in your head.”  Those who struggle with depression, 
which I think includes all of us at some time or another, know well the feeling of isolation which 
accompanies their inner darkness.  Even at the best of times, it is so easy for any of us to be 
caught up in the knowledge of our own imperfections, failures, sins or brokenness, and to feel 
that we have nothing worthwhile to offer, no reason to give anyone to love us.  All of us, at some 
point in our lives, will hear the voices from within or without, “unclean, unclean.”  All of us will 
have the experience of feeling that we have been sentenced to dwell outside the camp.  Lutheran 
pastor Hubert Beck makes good use of the famous phrase of Sören Kierkegaard when he 
comments on our Markan story: “It is our leprosy that is at issue when we hear about this 
incident, for sin is, as has been evident through the ages, “a sickness unto death.”” 
 
The good news for us, as it was for Naaman and the unnamed leper in the Gospels, is that there is 
healing available.  Jesus offers forgiveness and a restoration to life for those who fear their spirits 
are crushed and dead.  Through the grace of God and the loving action of Jesus, it is possible for 
us to join the Psalmist in singing, “I shall not be moved.”  We can honestly claim to experience 
peace like a river, joy like a fountain, love like an ocean.  Of course, we may, like Naaman, try to 
overcomplicate the matter of our healing.  Even those of us who have already felt the healing 
touch of Jesus in our lives may fall victim to the prideful desire of somehow earning our 
salvation.  We strive needlessly to make ourselves acceptable to God; God accepts us however 
we come.  No complicated formula is needed.  Matthew Henry wrote in his commentary on 2 
Kings, “The methods for the healing of the leprosy of sin are so plain.... Believe, and be saved; 
repent, and be pardoned; wash, and be clean.”” 
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Trying to earn God’s approval is fruitless, but a grateful reaction to God’s grace certainly 
includes pursuit of God’s will and discipleship to Christ.  Our healing from brokenness may not 
be as externally dramatic as the healing of these two lepers, but our gratitude should be no less 
profound.  Of course, we can hope that our expressions of gratitude might be more appropriate 
than those of Naaman and the leper cured by Jesus.  In each of those cases, unwise expressions 
of gratitude caused unintended results.  Naaman, upon finding himself cleansed of leprosy after 
his bathing in the Jordan, rushed back to Elisha.  After his declaration of faith in Yahweh in 
verse 15, he says to Elisha, “‘Please accept now a gift from your servant.’ The prophet answered, 
‘As surely as the LORD lives, whom I serve, I will not accept a thing.’ And even though 
Naaman urged him, he refused.”  Elisha wants to make it absolutely clear that he is not accepting 
payment for God’s work.  Elisha is trying to teach that God’s favor cannot be bought.  
Unfortunately, even some of the servants of God are not so scrupulous.  After Naaman’s 
departure, Elisha’s servant Gehazi follows him and concocts a story to get some of Naaman’s 
loot for himself.  In his gratitude, Naaman has unwittingly provided the opportunity for Gehazi’s 
downfall.   
 
Likewise, the gratitude of the leper healed by Jesus had consequence unforeseen at least by the 
grateful man.  Jesus tells him, after he has been healed, to go and show himself to the priest to be 
declared clean, but not to tell anyone else.  Again, this seems odd to us.  But the Gospel 
according to Mark is characterized by what scholars refer to as “the Messianic secret.”  Jesus 
often tells those he has healed or those who recognize him as the Messiah, “Don’t tell anyone.”  
Jesus doesn’t want to be saddled with the political expectations that he knew his countrymen had 
for the Messiah.  Nor, as Pastor Edward Marquart has said, did Jesus “want to be known as a 
walking hospital, and thereby have people following him for the wrong reasons.  He knew that 
anybody would follow him temporarily if he were a bread king - if they were starving.  He knew 
that anybody would temporarily follow a healer - while they were sick.  And Jesus didn’t want to 
have people temporarily following him for the wrong reasons.”  I think Jesus also foresaw 
exactly what did indeed happen.  When word got out about yet another miraculous healing, Jesus 
was mobbed.  He couldn’t continue preaching in the towns, which was what he’d intended to do.  
He had to retreat to the desert to keep the crowds manageable.  In bringing wholeness to the 
leper, he condemned himself to life outside the camp.  To me, Jesus’ concern shows not only his 
divine foresight but also his true humanity.  He didn’t want the mob.  Mobs are scary.  Countless 
sports stars, movie stars and other celebrities have commented on how frightening it can be to be 
caught in a mob of adoring fans.  Mobs are fickle.  Passions are easily changed.  Adoration can 
become violence in the blink of an eye.  All it takes is ignoring the wrong person, lingering with 
the wrong person and feelings are hurt, accusations are hurled, fists and stones are thrown.  In 
1973, Norman Jewison made a rather quirky film of the rock opera, Jesus Christ Superstar.  One 
of the enduring images from that film for me is the scene in which Jesus is besieged by the sick 
and the poor, first beseeching and then demanding his intervention in their lives.  Jesus’ 
frustration, fear and anger at being unable to properly minister to the horde struck me as a 
remarkable insight into the man who was also the Son of God. 
 
So what of us, who have been, are being and will be healed by the touch of Christ Jesus?  How 
do we show our gratitude in appropriate ways?  The answer comes from Jesus himself.  At the 
end of his time on earth, Jesus is no longer concerned with keeping any secrets.  Instead, he 
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sends his disciples out into the world to bring the same good news of healing and reconciliation 
that he had brought, and now to do it in his name.  Of course, we must be sure whose gospel we 
are spreading.  If all we do is run around and say, “Look what Jesus did for me!” then we are 
only preaching what Jerry Goebel calls “the gospel about me (in which Jesus is but a supporting 
character).”  Instead, we are called to share with our neighbors what Jesus can do for them, “My 
Lord can restore you, too!”  And, let us remember the words of Francis of Assisi, “Preach the 
gospel at all times, if necessary use words.”  Our actions will reveal the love of Jesus to those 
around us far more effectively than our words.  Hubert Beck writes, “Jesus has called on us… to 
“find our brother and sister.” It is not simply to have the pleasure of their company, but it is to be 
there “for them” as they, in turn, are there “for us,” and together the community of Christ is 
formed… Reunited with God, we are united with our neighbor in a whole new way. Once united 
with our neighbor only in a miserable community of lepers, we are now united with them in a 
community of healed ones worshipping the Healer.”  Let us go, therefore, and tell all the world 
the good news, so that, like us, they can sing “It is well with my soul.” 


