
What Epiphany Reveals: Restoration
2 Kings 5:1-14

Last week I finished a novel that I think I can summarize in three sentences:

· The world is filled with pain.

· Each of us is doomed to experience that pain.

· The most any of us can do in response is ask, “What can I do?”


The novel left me wanting to shake its characters and tell them that’s not how life has to be. That a little imagination could free them from the box in which they’ve become trapped. That releasing their expectations could reveal a path to restoration.


A lack of imagination and limiting expectations also characterize one of the main characters in today’s Epiphany story.


That character’s name is Naaman. He’s the Syrian equivalent of McArthur, Patton, and Eisenhower rolled into one. He’s led the Syrian army to success after success—including a defeat of the Israelites. And his successes haven’t gone unnoticed. He’s won the respect and support of his king.


But there’s something that stands between Naaman and greatness. He has a skin disease that threatens to place him on the outside of society and derail his military career. All the political clout in the world can’t restore Naaman to the place he imagines is rightfully his or to the power he expects to wield. He seems destined to being a victim of a pain-filled world in which he can simply stand by and ask, “What can I do?”


The surprising answer to his question comes from an unexpected source. A young girl, an Israelite prisoner of war, who works in Naaman’s household. She tells Naaman’s wife about a Jewish prophet who could heal the great military leader. It’s an ironic twist in the story—a powerless, unnamed, insignificant, Israelite girl has the saving information that the powerful, famous, highly regarded Syrian commander needs.


But Naaman and his king can’t imagine that the girl might be right. Instead, their expectations cause them to look to perceived power for help. Rather than going to the prophet, they turn to the king of Israel.


That decision begins an almost ridiculous series of events. Imagine a motorcade with police escort making its way to Samaria. The long line of limousines carries Naaman and his entourage. It also transports a note on royal letterhead and enough gifts to finance a health clinic.


But instead of pulling up in front of the prophet’s home, the motorcade parks at the palace of the king of Israel. This king, who’s one of the weakest monarchs of his day, is the only person in the story with less imagination than Naaman. This king realizes he can’t heal Naaman’s skin disease, but he never considers calling in someone who might actually be able to help.


As we discover the king’s helplessness, irony reemerges in the story. A ruler who’s expected to have great power has no ability to heal or provide restoration. And the monarch who’s to provide vision for his people is unable to imagine that this situation is anything other than a political trap.


Here again an answer—a new possibility—comes from an unexpected source, one on the periphery.


It’s here that the prophet Elisha enters the story. Although he has no political standing, Elisha understands that the king’s lack of imagination and limited expectations will lead to a dead end. So the prophet suggests that the king send Naaman and company his way.


If Naaman’s head is swimming with this change of plans, imagine his reaction when he hears the message Elisha sends him: “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times.”


This isn’t at all what the military leader expects. One scholar suggests that “the general had expected healing by fiat, the way the general himself was able to work. After all, he is a commander and believes that things happen by magisterial command. He is not prepared to engage in the seedy performance of quasi-magical acts.”


Naaman can’t imagine accepting this odd recipe for healing. His expectations lead him to refuse Elisha’s instructions. By refusing, Naaman seems to say that he’d rather continue living with a skin disease than do something that might humiliate himself or make himself a public spectacle. Oh, and by the way, there are much better rivers in Syria—so that’s where Naaman plans to head.


Just when it seems that Naaman really may miss his chance for healing, for a third time in our story an unlikely source offers a more promising possibility. The great commander’s servants take a risk. They point out that had Elisha asked Naaman to do something difficult, the commander wouldn’t have hesitated. So why not try the simple thing of washing in the Jordan?


So Naaman gives in and climbs into the river. It’s not how he has imagined things will go in Samaria. It’s not how he’s expected he’ll find restoration. But by releasing himself to the unexpected, Naaman receives what he most wants and needs—healing, wholeness, restoration.


As one scholar notes, it’s “difficult to overstate the wonder of Naaman’s healing.” At that time, there were no rites, ceremonies, or sacrifices for curing skin disease—only for cleansing victims after their healing. So Naaman’s healing “stands as an odd testimony that power for life is indeed offered and available,” but that power isn’t “given in expected or even socially approved forms.”


This Epiphany story reveals that if we’re to see the possibility of God’s acting in a fresh and creative way, we’ll need to gain a new imagination and let go of old expectations. The restoration God offers may jar us, and our gut reaction—like that of Naaman—may be to resist.


But one author reminds us that “God’s new life arrives through unexpected channels. It employs unconventional, often modest means. It inevitably explodes the fixed parameters of the systems that we take for granted. It renders irrelevant the human actions and reactions to which we are so attentive.”


The author adds that Naaman’s story invites us to consider how “boxed in” our thinking about God may be: “Do we go about our daily lives and our regular worship presuming that the status quo is God’s blessed norm? Have we tended to over-design God and God’s work in terms of our local [congregation], its routines, and its politics? Have we often failed to grasp the complete liberty and splendor of God?


“If our answers are yes, this should not surprise us. It is the path of least resistance to shrink God down to fit within the limits of our own norms, experience, and culture.”


Next Sunday we’ll begin our annual stewardship campaign. It will be easy to imagine that we know what to expect. We’ll be asked to fill out a pledge card. Maybe we’ll even be asked to give more than we did last year.


Then after we collect all the pledges, we’ll learn what our congregation can afford to spend during the upcoming year. We already know where that money will go—salaries, utilities, supplies, repairs, a few dollars for music, Sunday school curriculum, and maybe a new program.


And is that so bad? We have a great congregation with wonderful people. Our roof may leak once in awhile, but overall our building’s fine. We’re doing the things that a church is supposed to do—worship services, Sunday school for children, a choir, some studies for adults, times to get together for fun, a few projects to help the community.


But might there be more? If we open ourselves to a new imagination and let go of old expectations, might we see the possibility of God’s acting in fresh and creative ways among us and through us?


As we prepare to begin our stewardship campaign, here are some questions that I hope might spark our imagination and challenge our expectations:

· Is it possible for us to imagine our stewardship campaign as something other than simply raising dollars to pay our church bills? Can we imagine the possibilities that our giving—of our money, our time, our energy, our talents—can translate into reality, both within our congregation and in the larger community? What might those possibilities include? How might they change who we are as individuals and as a congregation?

· Is it possible for us to let go of the expectations we have about our church budget? Can we begin to see it as more than a string of numerals? Can we see it—regardless of the bottom line—as an investment in ministries and programs that really might help provide restoration to the lives of people, the community of Jamestown, and even our world?

· Is it possible for us to imagine how our congregation might look if each of us took seriously our role as a steward? What might happen if each us not only gave to the full extent of our financial ability, but also committed ourselves in other ways? What if we would put aside our Rhode-Island reserve and actively invite others to join us for worship, a special event, or a study series? What is we allowed ourselves to dream about the types of program or ministries we’d really like to offer and then set about figuring out how to make those dreams happen?


Last week—in addition to finishing the novel I mentioned earlier—I also reread A Raisin in the Sun. At the heart of this play is the theme of people’s grappling with despair or—in the words of Langston Hughes—“a dream delayed.”


Toward the end of the play, it seems that despair may ultimately defeat an entire family. They’ve lost the ability to imagine a better future and seem bound by the expectations of others.


As in the story of Naaman, the hope of another possibility comes from an unexpected source. Someone outside the family, someone outside the culture of South Chicago of the 1950s, someone outside the African-American experience in America.


Beneatha, the college-age daughter of the Younger family, voices her despair to Asagai, an international student from Nigeria.


“Where does it end,” she asks.


“End?” Asaigai questions. “Who even spoke of an end? To life? To living?”


Beneatha corrects him: “An end to misery! To stupidity! Don’t you see there isn’t any real progress, Asagai, there is only one large circle that we march in, around and around, each of us with our own little picture in front of us—our own little mirage that we think is the future.”


But her would-be suitor counters: “That is the mistake. . . . What you just said about the circle. It isn’t a circle—it is simply a long line—as in geometry, you know, one that reaches into infinity. And because we cannot see the end—we also cannot see how it changes. And it is very odd but those who see the changes—who dream, who will not give up—are called idealists . . . and those who see only the circle we call them the ‘realists’!” 


Perhaps if we can open ourselves to a new sense of imagination and let go of the expectations that we’ve carried for so long, we can leave the circle that limits us to the status quo and begin to see the line that reaches into the future. The future God offers to us. Amen.
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