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Complications 
2 Kings 5:1-14 

                                      
 

Naaman, commander of the army of the king of Aram, was a great man and in high favour 
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 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.  
                          ____   
 
We have something of a Downton Abbey in our scripture lesson today. 
Have you been watching it? 
Downton Abbey is a TV drama on PBS. 
A Masterpiece Theatre production. 
It focuses on the lives one aristocratic family in England – the Granthams, 
And the servants who keep their estate (Downton) and lives running  
in the years preceding and during World War I. 
It’s a time of massive social change in Europe and especially for the aristocracy. 
 
And you cannot imagine what these servants do! 
They put on elegant dinners following strict protocol every night. 
They clean and maintain a gigantic castle. 
Building fires in each room every morning before the masters awake. 
They even DRESS the members of the Grantham family. 
No seriously, as in get their clothes ready and help them put them on. 
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Each member of the family has their own “valet.” 
 
And they do all of this in the most prim and proper way. 
It’s an “Upstairs Downstairs” kind of thing, 
With two very separate social classes. 
 
What I love is how, in their very subtle and indirect way, 
The servants and the aristocrats advise one another  
(even sometimes, often, to the point of scheming). 
No servant would ever directly give advice to their master. 
But if they talk around it enough, 
They have quite a lot of influence on the family, 
 
And so it is with the servants in this story of Naaman’s healing. 
Or should we call it “Elisha’s miracle?” 
Or maybe “the story of the wise and careful servants?” 
Or let’s just go as far as “The Power of the Powerless.” 
 
Because really, everything gets flipped inside out and upside down here, 
As it so often does in God’s world. 
 
We start out with a description of the mighty warrior, Naaman. 
He is Aramean. 
A successful commander who has won many battles 
Is in great favor with the king of Aram. 
He has access to wealth. 
And servants taken in battle. 
He’s a big deal. 
An aristocrat, let’s say. 
 
He is a man who normally gives orders. 
 
But Naaman has more than a pesky problem. 
His leprosy, whatever skin disease it was, 
Has caused him so much suffering. 
 
Presumably he has seen doctors or healers, 
Whoever he had access to to relieve his suffering. 
Naaman has sought healing in avenues of power. 
In the places where he would expect it to come. 
 
But then a wise servant girl, an Israelite captive of war, 
Drops some hints to Naaman’s wife, 
And indirectly suggests that a prophet in Samaria could him. 
So the man who normally gives orders, 
Takes the advice of a servant girl, 
And, under the king’s name, and carrying a kingly sum, 
He goes to Samaria. 
 
Straight to the King of Israel. 
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Wait? What? 
Did she say KING? 
I didn’t hear KING. 
Why did he go to the king? 
I’m pretty sure she said prophet. 
 
Oh, yeah.  I see. 
Naaman made an assumption, 
As did the King of Aram. 
The powerful seek help from the powerful. 
 
And we have Naaman’s first gaffe. 
It doesn’t go over well with the King, 
Who thinks he is being tricked into failure since he can’t heal Naaman. 
He freaks out. 
 
But Elisha steps in and sends word, 
So Naaman goes to Elisha’s place. 
A messenger (another servant!) is sent out to Naaman, 
And he gives the instructions to wash in the Jordan River seven times. 
 
Witness Naaman’s second gaffe. 
He is offended and angry. 
Elisha didn’t come to meet his power, ignoring his high status. 
And Naaman had expectations of how healing would happen, 
By the power of a healing man, waving his hand and doing some kind of ritual. 
 
Naaman’s third gaffe. 
He turns away. 
 
And, lucky for him, another servant quietly jostles him from his preconceived notions and noble 
sensibilities by asking: 
“‘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”? 
 
And you know the rest of the story. 
He washes and his skin is healed. 
Perhaps even his spirit. 
 
And so it is that the powerless servants steered the course of Naaman’s healing. 
 
Naaman sought healing. 
In avenues of power. 
In complicated/difficult ceremony or ritual or requirement 
But all that needed to happen. 
Was for him to listen. 
And simply wash. 
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The required action was so simple, that it was offensive to Naaman. 
No act of bravery or wisdom, no lengthy process required. 
No social protocols or acknowledgements of power. 
No VIP treatment. 
 
Isn’t this what we do? 
Seek healing 
Seek meaning 
And think it will involve power. 
And respect our status. 
Think it will be complicated or grand. 
Expect something so big and amazing? 
 
Martin Luther was a man full of self-doubt, guilt, and worry. 
 As a young monk, the corruption of the church, the debauchery of priests, and the power of the Pope 
disturbed him, disgusted him, and depressed him. •• 
He did everything possible to appease his anguished soul:  
from climbing the 28 stairs of the famous Scala Sancta to going to regular confession,  
but for all the vigils and fasts and penances, 
he still felt empty. 
Why did he not experience the assurance of salvation?  
Why did he still feel so rotten in spite of all efforts to please God?  
Why was his soul at war and peace so illusive? 
The turning-point of Luther’s life occurred when he was sitting alone in his study at Wittenberg.  
His eyes fell on a passage from the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans.  
It says: "the just shall live by his faith."  
He couldn’t believe his eyes,  
he couldn’t contain himself,  
or keep to himself the simplicity of God’s ageless path of salvation: 
 faith in God. 
 
Reminds me of young adults 
Seeking meaning 
Seeking purpose and what they want to do with their lives. 
Wanting it all to make sense, 
And also fit in with what they know is expected – material success, family, community responsibility. 
But it doesn’t. 
And it won’t. 
At least not all of a sudden, or as the result of the right choice of college or college class or book they 
read or job they choose. 
It’s different than that. 
Slower. 
And simpler maybe. 
Because it’s really just about the next thing. 
Pursuing something. 
But then focusing on just that part of it. 
Just a washing for now. 
Listening to the powerless. 
Focusing on who is around us. 
Taking the next step. 
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But here is the thing. 
God is always working in reversals. 
Turning things upside down for us. 
God works in unexpected ways through unexpected people. 
And God works outside of our notions of power. 
Again and again, God says to us, as Naaman’s healing said to him: 
“you are not in control here.” 
“listen better.” 
“loosen your grip on the way you think things should be done.” 
 
Servants call Naaman back from his anger to participate in his own healing.1 
And, we too, are called to step back from the things that challenge our control, 
And participate in our own healing. 
 
Perhaps there are changes in your workplace that you don’t want to accept. 
Perhaps your child isn’t learning the way you do. 
Perhaps those youth aren’t making the spaghetti as you would. 
It’s a struggle. 
But somewhere, as we loosen up, 
We are changed, healed. 
 
When we accept the advice of the powerless, 
Our hearts are opened to new things. 
New relationships. 
Even greater love. 
 
Naaman starts as a powerful but sick warrior. 
He ends as a submissive and healed servant, 
A recipient of God’s grace and healing. 
 
May it be so for us. 
Amen. 
 

                                                            
1 Puckett, Richard, in Feasting on the Word, Year B Volume 1, pg. 343. 


