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Come Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of your faithful and kindle in us the fire of your love.

A few years ago, the late Pope Francis used the phrase restiamo unami in an address on World
Mission Day. He was renewing the call for a missionary commitment on the part of the whole church
for social justice and compassion. He thanked participants for a "Restiamo umani" march who were
promoting inclusion and welcome. ' The key point is he was asking people to stay human. Don’t forget
your humanity.

Today’s Collect reminds us of love and humanity, to keep God’s commandments through loving God
and our neighbor, devoted with our whole heart and love of one another.

Whenever and wherever there is good happening, we see humanity shining through, even if it does
require some firm love.

The story of Naaman is full of twists, turns and surprises. How powerful was Naaman? If he were alive
today, perhaps we could compare him with the late commanding general Stormin Norman
Schwartzkopf who commanded the action in Desert Storm to free Kuwait from Iraqgi occupation.
When General Schwartzkopf gave an order, it was acted upon forthwith. The general had power,
resources, influence with a direct link to President Bush, the support of coalition countries national
leaders and very serious responsibilities.

Likewise, Naaman had very serious responsibilities as commander of the army for the king of Aram
(Syria). He was accustomed to his orders being acted on immediately. He had the ear of the king. He
had fame, wealth and political power. Sounds good, doesn’t it? In fact, it sounds like many leaders
around the world, many of whom sadly want power, fame and fortune for themselves. The question
becomes one of: “Do | want power and influence for myself, or do | want power and influence to make
a better life for others?”

Now Naaman suffered from a chronic illness, which was common in those times, and well
documented throughout history, leprosy. Everyone could see it. It was incurable. As we read further,
clearly, he was willing to do anything to be healed. This was his personal humanity situation. It seems
he yearned to be seen as physically normal by others. Please note, biblical leprosy is not the disease
we call leprosy today, which is Hanson’s disease. Biblical leprosy had a long list of symptoms and
appeared to be more like psoriasis with patches of red, scaly skin accompanied by the whitening of
the hair. In those times, it was thought to be contagious.

The story has twists, turns and surprises for us. However, we only have text. No sound, no voice

inflexion, simply text. An inhumane moment was the capture of a young Israeli girl during a raid on

Israel. Ripped away from her family, this young Israeli girl, captured as bounty becomes a gift and
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serves as a slave to Naaman’s wife. We don’t understand the conditions she was living under. There
simply isn’t any information. Thinking positively, we might assume she was reasonably well treated.
Yet she is not in control of anything, not even her own life. We understand she has faith. She trusts in
the one God, the God of Israel. She shows compassion. She shows humanity. Think about it. She’s
a slave, yet she has compassion for the very leader that has made her a slave. Given her faith, she is
acting according to Galatians, to bear one another’s burdens. It seems she not only believes in right
things, but she does the right thing! She approaches Naaman’s wife and says: “If only my lord were
with the prophet who is in Samaria (Elisha)! He would cure him of his leprosy.”

People without power in the eyes of the world then and now are basically invisible. Of necessity, they
must work between the lines and behind the scenes to get things accomplished. This little slave girl
gets things started with her observation about where the true power lies. She quietly tells Naaman’s
wife of a possible cure for him. Why did she do that? We must presume her faith, her compassion
and her humanity. Perhaps there was a level of mutual respect between slave and mistress? This
young girlis the real humble, humane heroin of the whole story. As Brueggemann put it, she’s the
one demonstrating living in the Kingdom of God through her empathy and compassion. She’s living
in slavery but has not spurned nor turned away from God. When we are having a bad day, what
does this girl teach us? Simply, how about “Suck it up and try to have empathy for others, our
neighbors and try to create a better social reality.” This is tough to do. Noone said it would be easy.
God doesn’t give up on us and we have the chance of working on compassion and humanity in so
many ways, when we least expect it.

Naaman prepares for the journey to Samaria. A letter from his king, money and gifts. Off he goes with
his entourage to find Elisha. Of course, he visited the king first, who thought this might the prelude to
an attack! However, he was pointed towards Elisha’s home.

Now put yourself in Elisha’s position. He’s in his house and he sees this army approaching. I’'m sure
that in the same position, I’d be exceptionally nervous.!! Wouldn’t you? Maybe Elisha was nervous.
We simply don’t know. However, nervous, scared or not, given his faith, he simply sends a message
telling Naaman to go wash in the river Jordan 7 times and his flesh will be restored. As we might
imagine, Naaman is more than a little aggravated. Maybe downright angry. Maybe he goes ballistic.
Are you serious?? Here | am, the mighty Naaman, with my chariots, gifts, minions and you don’teven
come out to greet me in person?? Incredible. Is this a demonstration of amore duro (firm love) for
Naaman? Is Elisha showing firm love? Was Naaman challenging God? Consider the thought this way:
imagine you are atyour doctor’s office in downtown Coeur d’Alene to take care of a medical problem.
The doctordoesn’t even see you. Just simply sends a nurse out to where you are seated in the waiting
room with some instructions and a prescription. How would you react?

Never mind how you and | might react; God has a habit of changing life around. Jesus sent people
out 2 by 2to go change the world by sharing the good news. If we were to do this, our normal behavior
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is to assume we are in control. We make plans, we decide what we want to do when. If he wanted us
to do a task for him, as we read in Luke, would he ask us to volunteer and wait for hands to go up, or,
if he were here now, would he have an iPad with our names on it and point at us and give us
assignments? And then, how would we respond? We are challenged to learn to spot God and work
with God wherever we are and this includes spotting God in others and work with God with those
others as well.

Not only is Naaman angry. He considers the Jordan to be a muddy stream compared with the rivers
around Damascus, which he thinks are better than “all the waters of Israel.” Yet surprisingly some
of Naaman’s servants approach him and persuade him to go do as Elisha has instructed him. They
obviously cared enough about him and had enough respect to approach him. Give Naaman credit
here, even though seriously angry, he takes the advice of his servants and follows Elisha’s
instructions to bathe in the River Jordan 7 times, and his skin was restored, like that of a young boy.

So why would our Lord give the victory of healing to the general of a foreign king who had attacked
Israel?

Now there’s another surprise. He doesn’t simply ride off home. Naaman returns to Elisha’s house
and offers him gifts. The great general had the civildecency, the humility and the humanity to go back
and say thankyou, offering Elisha gifts. Maybe it’s this fundamental humility, decency and humanity
that Naaman’s servants see and hence they were comfortable enough to persuade him to follow the
prophet’s instructions. Where would this put us faced with the same healing or change of attitude?
In a little while we will be offering each other the peace. Peace be with you. What does it mean for
peace to rest on each person we wish it on?

Naaman let his pride go when he was healed. He was willing to humbly go and thank Elisha, offering
him gifts. We can be sure Naaman had an ego, but he was able to “check it at the door” it seems.
Elisha doesn’t accept them. He stands firm in his faith and Naaman departs, we hope filled with
gratitude and understanding how great God really is. He had asked Elisha for two mule loads of earth,
so he can take a little bit of the promised land back with him. Maybe it was a way of bringing his
newfound faith, humility and gratitude home with him.

As Rabbi Jonathon Sacks wrote: “Whether we have faith in God, God has faith in us.® The paradox we
have here is God having faith in Naaman, who came from lowly beginnings, just as Christ did, with
his lowly birth. And we can be sure that Naathan’s new knowledge and healing and faith likely sets
him up for a challenging new reality going forwards!

Barbara Brown Taylor’s sermon on this text provides a moving description or image to consider what
it must have felt like for the great Naaman to plunge slowly into that muddy river, the place of healing
and power, a most unexpected thing.? It’s God who is really at work by these unexpected means, the
little ones, the unnamed people, the muddy river, while the mighty are not only humbled but healed.

Isn’titinteresting that (the humanity of) the young girl at the beginning of the story is the agent for the
great general being given skin like that of a young boy? In his own way, Naaman is healed of being “a
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big deal” (at least to himself) and renewed, finally, by his openness to the power of the One True
God.?He experienced a social, religious and moral change.

We are called to witness to others no matter what. There will be those openly hostile to our efforts
and outright reject our effort. But God expects us to be faithful to his calling of witness anyway.

A simple practice that | still shake my head in awe at its effectiveness was when | was still working,
if late at the office and the cleaners came in. | always stopped what | was doing, looked directly at
the person and asked them how their day was going. | can tellyou the change in attitude was instantly
palpable. The whole energy dynamic in the room changed for the better. The simple act of
recognizing the humanity of the person doing their job, and the person realizing they are appreciated.
Is this what it means to go in peace? It takes a level of faith and courage. As far as faith and courage
are concerned, don’t leave home without them!!

Today’s psalm 30 verse 2: O Lord my God, | cried out to you, And you healed me. Verse 13: Therefore
my heart sings to you without ceasing; O Lord my God, | will give you thanks for ever.

| invite you to “restiamo umani!, - Italian for “stay human.” Digging further, we find that sometimes a
bit of “amore duro” is necessary alongside restiamo umani. That is rimanere umani richiede un
amore duro - staying human sometimes requires some firm love!

The story makes us realize that humanity, faith, tough decisions and openness to the power of our
Lord is simply amazing.

May we go forwards in peace.

Amen
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