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For Reflection: "We shall not find life by refusing to let go of our precious, protected selves."                                                                            
Rowan Williams 
 
Introduction to Scripture: 

Today's text from II Kings continues in the era, not only of kings, as the book's name implies, but 
also the era of the great prophets of ancient Israel.  The prophet in today's story is Elisha, whom we may 
remember mention of two weeks ago, when the prophet Elijah called Elisha as a sort of apprentice 
prophet on God's instruction and to whom Elijah passed his mantle.  

The other main character in the story is Naaman, a commander in the Syrian Army.  This text 
falls between two other references to Namaan.  Just prior to this we have been told that God gave 
Naaman victory over the Israelites –an unusual report and indicates to us that God holds Naaman in 
some favor.  We will hear in a moment that Naaman also has leprosy.  Many skin diseases were 
collected under the "leprosy" umbrella in ancient Israel, and whatever affliction Naaman had wasn't one 
that banned him from social involvement – or he would not have held the position he did.      

We should take note that from the announcement of a young girl to the end of the story, Elisha 
is called a prophet, into a healer, not a miracle worker.  Although he may also be those things, the story 
focuses on his role as prophet – one who proclaims the word of God, sometimes with words, sometimes 
with deeds.  Old Testament or New, healing is always about something more than the healing itself.  The 
tale of Naaman's healing will serve as a bridge to the report his conversion to worship of the God of 
Israel only.    
 
Hebrew Scripture Reading: II 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 
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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.  

 
Epistle Reading: Galatians 6:14-16 
May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been 
crucified to me, and I to the world. For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new 
creation is everything! As for those who will follow this rule—peace be upon them, and mercy, and upon 
the Israel of God.  
 

Sermon: The Gifts We Get 
When a friend's daughter was about 3 years old, she gave the age-typical instruction that on 

gift-giving occasions she wished to receive only toys.   Along came the next occasion and she did indeed 
receive toys, but then opened a box that contained a dress.  She tossed the box aside, saying, "I said 'No 
clothes!'"  When her father went to get her to return to the party at the end of her time out, he told her, 
"You will get many gifts in your life.  I can guarantee you, you will receive many more if you find 
something nice to say about each gift you get."  She looked at him for a moment, returned to the party, 
lifted the dress from the box, and exclaimed, "Purple!  My favorite color."   Would that we all were able 
to ascend a learning curve so rapidly. 

From time immemorial, we humans have a complex relationship with gifts, especially the 
receiving of them.  Naaman illustrates a lot of that complexity for us.  The story did not begin with him 
expressing a desire for healing.  Perhaps he didn't even know that it was possible – at least not until a 
young servant girl told his wife, there is a prophet in Israel who can offer such healing.  Once possibility 
was known, Naaman's desire came to life.  He asked his king for assistance, who wrote a letter of 
recommendation for Naaman, who assembled the resources typically necessary in any age to be healed 
and travelled to Israel.  

The material about the king of Israel thinking Naaman was asking him personally to heal him is a 
comic interlude necessary to good storytelling, but also to set up Elisha's instruction: "Send him to me so 
that he will know there is a prophet in Israel."  "A prophet in Israel" is not a job title – it is an 
announcement of the power and presence and activity of God in and through the human community.       
 Naaman approached the house of the great prophet and was not even granted entrance – a 
servant passed on the prophet's instructions.  As any of us are frustrated when we can't speak to the 
doctor, or are less than charmed by his or her bedside manner, Naaman was offended.  Here he was, 
ready to hand over his insurance card and his American Express Black Card and he couldn't get through 
the door.  To add insult to injury, instead of a show-stopping cure, he was told to bathe in the Jordan. 
Naaman's experience was not unlike our being told that instead of a challenging unique condition or a 
necessary rigorous protocol for something that unsettles health, we need to stop smoking, change our 
diet or exercise more.  Really?!  We could hear that from Dr. Oz without all the effort and insult.     
 Ultimately, Naaman did indeed do as instructed, was cured, then got to meet Elisha, who wasn't 
looking for Naaman's riches.   Encountering someone who didn't take credit for the healing or collect the 
fee led to Naaman's recognition of a greater power at work and his conversion.    
 Naaman's attitudes toward the whole experience of healing were not unlike a three year old's.  
While a child may be forgiven, there really isn't an excuse for our forgetting so many things.  Whether it 
be something as simple as a birthday present or as life-changing as healing, gifts are not our due.  They 
are not earned.  They are not part of quid pro quo giving in complex mathematics so carefully described 
by Sheldon Cooper, if less than freely admitted by the rest of us.  Gifts are a free offering of the giver—
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both as to whether a gift is given at all, as well as the determination of its intrinsic or sentimental value.   
As potential receivers, we don't have the privilege of choosing their form, their value, their timing or 
even of expecting them.    

Because of my professional role in many of life's milestones, I am perhaps privy to more 
conversations than others about gift giving – but somehow I doubt it.   With registries, which some folks 
seem to find burdensome and inconvenient to create, but do so because they believe themselves to be 
generously humoring  potential gift-givers who "may not like to give money,”  a registry allows them to 
define the desired form of the gift making sure that it is the recipient, not the giver who is choosing the 
gift.  Somehow, imagination, spontaneity and creativity are evaluated as positive attributes only on the 
part of the ones receiving the gifts.  Heaven forbid we receive something that isn't our style –that's why 
money is so much more desirable and convenient as a gift.   

There is the practice, even at smaller gatherings, of not opening gifts at the event, sometimes in 
a "time saving measure".  Let me pause here to say if you have too many gifts to open conveniently, you 
have too many gifts.  That practice also serves, not only to deprive the giver of any pleasure in seeing 
the recipient's reaction, but saves recipients the trouble of finding something good to say about every 
gift they receive –which, as we know, any three year old can do.    

There is the old adage that "it's the thought that counts.”  For givers, most of the thought these 
days is a highly anxious internal debate around choosing gifts – primarily around the being sure the 
monetary value of the gift is construed to be socially acceptable.   All in all, there is a lot of exchange of 
loot, but very little joy in the giving and receiving of gifts.   

  Naaman's story is an invitation to reset our perceptions and experience of the giving and 
receiving of gifts—which are always, always grace, be it God's or God's grace that comes to us through 
other human beings.   We can begin easily enough but taking the advice given to a three year old – find 
something positive in every gift we receive.   We may not receive more gifts, but we will be much more 
aware of how greatly gifted our lives are. 

Healing is always a gift.  We can participate in it, but we can't buy it.  Sometimes our 
participation requires more of us, sometimes less.  Sometimes it's our own choices that have 
predominant impact; at other times it requires more or less intervention from others.  We know too 
many people who do all the right things and get sick anyway, too many who do none of the "right 
things" and don't get sick, and too many with congenital conditions over which they never had any 
control to ever assume health and healing is an entirely human endeavor.   We do not know enough to 
understand various graces of God given differently to different people.   

The gifts of our lives go far beyond healing.  Do we wake up in the morning glad for another day 
of life, of faith, of time with family or friends?  Or do we say, "Drat, it's raining again."  Do we 
acknowledge comfort and shelter of our climate-controlled homes or do we take them for granted?  Do 
we truly enjoy the vast options of food that appear on our dinner plates, or do we not think about 
satiety and hunger at all – ours or anyone else's?  Are we glad for bodies that can exercise or not, do 
what we want, or do we not think about them until they fail to carry out our instructions?  Do we 
appreciate what it means to be able to hop in a car before we need someone else to provide transport?  
Do we take advantage of our educational opportunities and the choices before us, before we lament 
what we don't have access to or the sacrifices required.   Do we enjoy and pay attention to the vast 
natural resources at our command or do we take them for granted, assuming they will be there at least 
for us and that is enough?  Are we grateful not only for the personal enjoyment our resources bring but 
for the call and opportunity to use them to truly have a positive impact on someone else's life?   On this 
weekend, when our nation celebrates its independence and values, do we begin by appreciating what 
we have before we lament how we fall short of their fulfillment?   Do we give thanks for the right to 
vote even when the candidates don't excite us?  Are we thankful for the sacrifice of others so that we 
have the right to complain?  The gifts—personal, divine, national, go on and on.  
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The thing is this, "Saying grace" may be a holiday or other table time ritual, but "naming grace" 
and giving thanks for the gifts we get should be an hourly one, day in and day out.   The more we give 
thanks, the more we will discover for which to give thanks.   We will also discover that it is not from 
complaint or critique, but from giving thanks for the gifts we get, from the grace poured out upon our 
lives that we will find the vision and power to change those things we need to change or want to change 
or are called to change—for ourselves, our families, or friends and for the world arounds us.  It all begins 
with advice given to a three year old – find something positive to say about every gift we get.    


