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The origin of leprosy or what we now call Hansen’s disease throughout Hawai‘i can be traced among the Hawaiians in the 1830s.  Within twenty years the number of persons afflicted with the disease increased.  

On January 3, 1865 the disease became an official concern when King Kamehameha IV signed an “Act to Prevent the Spread of Leprosy.”   The new law authorized the government to set aside land for the isolation of any person with the disease.  (Kalaupapa:  A Portrait, Wayne Levin & Anwei Skinsnes Law, Arizona Memorial Museum Association, Bishop Museum, 1989)
It was decided that a hospital and a settlement would be established at Kalawao on the eastern side of the Makanalua peninsula on the island of Moloka‘i.  Eventually the settlement at Kalawao was abandoned for the more temperate climate at Kalaupapa.  

For almost a century thousands of people afflicted with the disease were exiled to the peninsula.  One hundred years would pass before a potential cure would be found.  It would be during this time that eight thousand died and were buried at Kalawao and later at Kalaupapa.  For them there was no cure.  
Our readings from The Second Book of Kings and the Gospel According to Mark are about how two individuals are instantaneously healed of leprosy.  Naaman, an Aramaen commander, is told that all he needed to do was go to Godʻs prophet for healing from leprosy.  
When he meets the prophet Elisha, he is told to go and wash himself in the Jordan River seven times.  At first he is angry.  Why the Jordan, he wonders? Are not the waters of Damascus better than all the waters of the Jordan?

But his servants encourage him believing that Elisha’s instructions are simple enough and clearly worth the effort.  After immersing himself in the river seven times, he is restored and made clean.

The leper who comes to Jesus is also made clean.  In both instances the healings are instantaneous.
We may want to conclude such healings imply that those who were sent to Kalawao and Kalaupapa had available to them the possibility of an instantaneous healing.  We may want to conclude that all it would take for such a healing to occur was a little bit of faith.
If that were the case then Kalawao and Kalaupapa would be a place filled with miracles and  thousands would have been healed.  But we know otherwise.  

Amid the devastation of Kalawao, there were the beginnings of a church in the first year of the settlement.  A plea for help came from those abandoned at Kalawao to those living in Honolulu for the construction of a proper church building. 
“You must not think that all of us are living in sin and degradation.  That is not so,” they wrote  in their appeal for help.  “Our greatest longing is to make a memorial to God here.”  (Siloama, the Church of the Healing Spring; the Story of Certain Almost Forgotten Protestant Churches, Hawaiian Board of Missions, Honolulu, 1948, page 12)
So it was that Siloama Congregational Church , “The Church of the Healing Spring,” was consecrated on October 28, 1871.  That was the first of many such miracles to occur over the years.

But what of the healing of Naaman by Elisha and the healing of the unnamed leper by Jesus?  The story of Naaman reveals that having faith and trust in God is what is ultimately significant whether or not a miracle of healing occurs.  Yet even Naaman comes to realize that even the worldly power and wealth of the king of Aram are not all that matter.

The story of the healing of the unnamed leper also reveals that more is at stake as well.  The story points to Jesus’ authority and power.  

In both instances we are called to proclaim, along with Jesus, that God desires to act on behalf of the wholeness we all seek for our lives and the lives of others.  Even after the medical discovery of a drug by a Norwegian doctor that led to the cure of leprosy, there remained the difficult and painful transition of those who came to be identified with Hansen’s disease.
Those with the disease would no longer succumb to a certain death.  Yet many found it would take their lifetime and more before the stigma of the disease would diminish.  The medical cure did not relieve the social stigma of those outside the settlement.
Today is ‘Öpükaha‘ia Sunday.  It is on this day that we remember and celebrate the life of a young Hawaiian man who died on February 17, 1818 of typhus fever at the age of 26.
‘Öpükaha‘ia’s story is familiar to many in our Hawaiian churches.  It is the story of a young Hawaiian boy who flees the wars between the chiefs and finds himself in a place called New Haven Connecticut, alone and looking for a new life.  His determination to return to Hawai‘i with the “good news” of Jesus Christ is what inspired the first mission to Hawai‘i in 1820.
Those who sought to build a church as a lasting memorial to God at Kalawao fell victim to leprosy.  It may be that some of them remembered the story of ‘Öpükaha‘ia and what had transpired almost fifty years earlier.  Öpükaha‘ia sought to return to Hawai‘i to share his new-found faith but fell victim to typhus fever.

If a miracle of healing is based on faith and trust in God then the lepers at Kalawao and ‘Öpükaha‘ia had more than enough faith and trust in God to be healed of their diseases. But neither the lepers at Kalawao or ‘Öpükaha‘ia were physically healed.

Nevertheless a miracle occurred in both instances.  
‘Öpükaha‘ia and the lepers at Kalawao and Naaman and the unnamed leper in Galilee all risked crying out to God for healing in their lives and in the lives of others.  In the process all discovered what we know to be true and that is that true healing is more than physical.
Fred Pratt Green wrote the following words in 1967 as a prayer for wholeness of the body, mind and spirit.  I want to offer his prayer as a prayer for all of us who know of sickness and disease and of pain and suffering – whether in our own lives or in the lives of others we know.
O Christ, the healer, we have come to pray for health, to plead for friends.

How can we fail to be restored when reached by love that never ends?

In conflicts that destroy our health we recognize the world’s disease.

Our common life declares our ills.  Is there no cure, O Christ, for these?

From every ailment flesh endures our bodies clamor to be freed.

Yet in our hearts we would confess that wholeness is our deepest need.

We give thanks for God’s healing presence in this place, in our lives, and in our world.  Amen.
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