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“Always the Unexpected”

2 Kings 5:1-14 & Psalm 30

On April 9, 2007 Newsweek magazine featured an article entitled “The God Debate” (pages 58-63).  Jon Meacham, a staff writer, moderated an interview with the Rev. Rick Warren, pastor of Saddleback Church in Orange County, California and author of the worldwide best-seller, “The Purpose Driven Life” and Sam Harris, the author of two best-selling books advocating atheism including “The End of Faith” and “Letter to a Christian Nation.”
The debate over the question - is God real? - began centuries ago when a Greek poet named Homer said, “All men need the gods.”  Four centuries later another Greek philosopher named Plato pointed out, “A certain portion of mankind (sic) do not believe at all in the existence of the gods.”

In a sense it could also be said that the debate between Warren and Harris over that same question is nothing new.  Their debate becomes critical in helping us as we struggle to understand how political ideologies  combined with religious dogmas can give birth to the extremism we see in Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and other faiths. 
What I found interesting about the interview was that Harris, the atheist, made more sense.  His insights did not negate Warren’s points of view nor did they diminish my own faith.  Instead they gave me cause to consider once again why I believe in the existence and goodness of God.
It is a bit of irony that such a consideration was prompted by the writings of an atheist.  But I also know that if God is still speaking we must always expect the unexpected.

That is what we find in the story that comes to us from The Second Book of Kings.  A mighty Syrian warrior named Naaman receives help from an unexpected source, a young Israelite girl held captive in Syria or what was known in ancient times as Aram.   

At the time that the story takes place, Israel and Syria have existed in an uneasy peace for many years.  Naaman commanded the Syrian army so successfully it was said that Yahweh, the God of the Israelites, was with him.  
Yet even as a powerful commander of the army and even though he was highly regarded by the king, Naaman suffers from leprosy or Hansen’s disease.  The young Israelite girl is a servant to Naaman’s wife and it is the girl who says, “If only Naaman could go to Samaria, there is a prophet there who could cure him.”

Naaman takes heed of the words of the young girl.  When Naaman tells the king of Syria what he has heard, the king sends him to Israel with a letter of introduction.

Naaman sets out with the letter and gifts of silver, gold and garments as payment for the prophet who will cure him.  When Naaman presents the letter to the king of Israel the king is fearful and suspicious.  Why would the king of Syria make such an impossible request?  Was he convinced that the king of Israel would fail and in failing provide him with a pretext for going to war?

It is then that word is received that the prophet Elisha, a man of wisdom and a worker of miracles, wants to see Naaman.  Messages go back and forth and Elisha tells his king to send Naaman to him.

As the story goes Naaman arrives with his horses and chariots.  But Elisha does not come out to meet him.  Instead he sends instructions for him to wash himself seven times in the Jordan.

Elisha’s unwillingness to meet him face to face infuriates Naaman as does Elisha’s all too simple instructions.  “Go wash in the Jordan,” he wonders.  “Yeah, right.  Like we don’t have rivers back home.  I didn’t come all this way go jump in a dirty river."


Naaman expected an acknowledgement of his status as a warrior and a dramatic cure.  He could have stayed at home and washed in the rivers there.  But his servants persuade him to do as Elisha instructed.

Like the young Israelite girl who is without power or status, so it is that Naaman’s servants are also without power or status.  And like the young girl, they bring God’s message to Naaman.  
Naaman washes in the Jordan and he is healed.  It is then that Naaman accepts as truth the words of Elisha.  It is then that he affirms his own belief that the God of Israel is the God over all the earth (2 Kings 5:15).  

The story of the young girl, Naaman and his servants, and the prophet Elisha is filled with the unexpected.  We may want to conclude that the high point of the story is the restoration of Naaman’s health but the miracle in and of itself is of less significance than the revelation that the existence and goodness of God is even to those whom others would consider outsiders.  God’s power to heal, to bring new life, is not just for Israel but for all people.

So let us not be so quick to think of ourselves more highly then we ought, lest we be like Naaman.  Let us not think that we have no worth or value, lest we be like the young girl or the servants.  And let us not think that the power of God is made known in and through special individuals, lest we forget that the power to heal belongs to God alone.

By expecting the unexpected we will hear God’s voice at unexpected moments.  We will speak God’s name in unexpected places. 

God will turn our mourning into dancing!  God will clothe us with joy!
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