Do We Want to be Healed?
A sermon by Rev. Amanda Hendler-Voss
July 8, 2007
First Congregational UCC

Lectionary Text: 2 Kings 5:1-15

Please pray with me. God of our ancestors, you come to us again and again with
healing words, restoring to us the joy of life. We ask your Spirit to enter our midst
this morning. Open our ears, revive our souls, and prepare our hands for the
labor you have set before us. Amen.

My grandmother recently celebrated her 86™ birthday. Most of my family is
convinced that she lives on sheer will alone, because she® not always managed
to incorporate healthy habits into her lifestyle. No, my grandmother has always
enjoyed the pleasures of feasting, and who can blame this survivor of the
depression if she owns a second freezer stocked full of frozen meats or bakes
one dozen too many of her famous cinnamon rolls? She tells me she smoked
back when it was good for your health, and occasionally she forgets to take her
prescription drugs. But she gets by. For quite some time she@® traded her doctor
mincemeat cookies for free samples of medication. She® a resourceful woman.

A few years back, my grandmother ate something that gave her a terrible allergic
reaction. Her skin broke out in hives, and soon she was wheezing with every
breath. To stop the intolerable itching, she first sat in a bath with baking soda.
When that didn®help, she got out the anti-itch cream. But nothing could take
away the irritable itching. Finally, she decided to try something a little foolish. It
was winter in Michigan and snow blanketed her yard. In the middle of the night,
my (then) 80 year old grandmother stripped down to her birthday suit and took a
good roll in the snow. Just like that, the hives evaporated.

No matter how much we hope for a dignified healing, sometimes healing only
comes by drastic measures. Sometimes healing only comes when we cast of all
care of how we are perceived in the world and try something a little foolish.

Our text for this morning is about both disease and healing. Our story introduces
us to the commander of the Syrian army, Naaman, who was a leper. You may
know that leprosy has to do with the decay of flesh and the falling away of
extremities, much like rotted fruit. Leprosy doesn®look good, and it doesn®
smell good. One is anxious in the presence of one who suffers fromiit. Itis a
disease so bodily, and the violence it wages so death-dealing, that a leper was
considered a social pollutant, a threat to public health.

When we enter this story, we find disease. Even more, we find the question of

how to bring about healing. Naaman was suffering, but we cannot simply talk
about the disease of the individual. Disease rarely affects just one person, and
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the illusion we often embrace is that healing the illness of the body is akin to
solving the problems triggered by disease. No, Naaman@® disease surely
affected his wife, his children, his mother, the men he trained in battle. We know
from the text that it affected those in his life from the greatestN the kingN down to
the least of themN his servants.

In other words, the family could not be whole when Naaman was sick. The
community could not be of good health when Naaman was ill. And so those
around him began to take action to bring about healing. Hear the good news.
The community all around the one who was suffering took action to get him the
healing he so desperately needed. Because human beings often carry the scars
of histories of dis-ease, Rev. Aubra Love names this community of helpers, Ghe
unhealed healers.® Perhaps those of us sitting here this morning are ourselves
@nhealed healers® members of the body of Christ who know that we do not
have to be perfect or completely sorted out to participate in bringing about
healing.

Because the body of Christ is the image we have for all God® people, biblical
stories involving leprosy have particular potency. When decay sets into one part
of the body, it is our fervent prayer that other parts of the body will take action to
bring about healing before we begin to lose pieces of this precious body. After
all, we are one body. We are the re-membered body of Christ.

| believe that the question of how to bring about healing is one that is particularly
important for this community of faith. In the midst of our celebration about our
new lease on life as a downtown church, the swelling ranks of our membership,
and the 50" anniversary of our delightfully progressive denomination, there® still
some grief that won®let go.

Though it may seem odd, times of transition and celebration are the very times
that require great grieving. Because as we welcome in the new and celebrate
change, we are always in the process of letting go of something old, something
comfortable, something beloved. Poet Mary Oliver claims, 4o live in this world
you must be able to do three things: to love what is mortal, to hold it against your
bones knowing that your own life depends on it, and when the time comes to let it
go, to let it go.® And so if the only constant in life is change, then we can always
count on our need for grieving and healing in the midst of such change.

Even as we honor the history of this precious building and celebrate being a
downtown church, some of us mourn the passing of a dream that we had to build
a building in the shape of who we are up on Piney Mountain. As we welcome
with relish the new faces that come to worship and new friends we invite into the
fold, some of us grieve the intimacy of the smaller church that we once were and
miss those who have left our community. As we name new ways of structuring

! “The Preachers” Educational Video, the Black Church and Domestic Violence Institute, www.bcdvi.org
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our leadership and caring for one another, some of us miss the ease and
informality of the ways that communication and decision making and care for one
another used to happen. As we find refuge in the denomination that® been
called Ghe last house on the left,Owe@e still haunted by the wounds of exclusion
so closely associated with religion. We celebrate, and we mourn. We
welcome, and we grieve. We step into the new, and we remember the ways of
old. As we grow, there are some awkward gaps and inconvenient missteps. We
are a community that is in need of some healing.

What must we do, my friends, to bring about this healing? What does Naaman®
story teach us about healing not only for this community of faith, but for our own
souls, for our families, for the larger world?

First, Naaman@® healing required that he leave home. This was no weekend
excursion, for the text says that he took with him servants and 10 talents, each
weighing about 75 pounds. Naaman left home on faith that healing was possible.
We too must leave spaces of comfort to seek out healing, to pursue it as if it were
the lost lamb, the missing coin. If we, as unhealed healers, want to bring our
families and communities into wholeness, it® going to require traveling shoes.

In Alex Haley® book Roots, he describes the belabored process he undertook to
journey into the experience of his ancestors who crossed the ocean under
conditions of brutalized force. He climbed aboard a ship sailing from Africa to
America and positioned himself below deck, lying on his back, meditating upon
his ancestors who had done the same a few hundred years earlier. He remained
there for 10 long nights. Sometimes we have to assume a posture of discomfort
to plant the seeds of healing. We have to leave home.

Leaving home to pursue healing requires that we welcome the discomfort and
discord that come with the journey. Leaving home means that we acknowledge
that in the midst of new challenges, we sometimes hurt one another. We, the
walking wounded, can wander from the path of healing, and invite others into our
misery. We who are unhealed can sometimes abandon the work of bringing
healing to others and camp out in our own places of suffering. Like the Israelites
wandering in the wilderness, a journey out of suffering can be so unfamiliar that
we long to return to our affliction. At least there we knew our place.

Choosing to embark on a journey of healing is a conversion of sorts. We make a
180 degree turn from the direction in which we were headed. We abandon the
comfort of the rut we@e been stuck in for years. We choose the narrow path, the
road less traveled. We do this because we have faith that healing is there for the
taking. We do this because we have faith in a God who wants to restore us to
wholeness. Leaving home on faith that healing is possible will require, | believe,
an extravagant grace. It will require the gracious forgiveness of others and the
gracious forgiveness of ourselves when we cannot find a dignified way out of
conflict or suffering.
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The second thing we learn from Naaman@ story is that healing often requires
listening to those in low places. The idea for Naaman® healing was birthed from
the mind of a young servant girl. Others involved in his healing were folks
without traditional power. Elisha the prophet spoke it, the messenger delivered
the words, and the servants persuaded Naaman to overcome his anger and
participate in his healing. Ironically, the two kings in positions of great power
were unable to heal. In fact, the king of Israel, in the anxiety of confronting his
own inability, tore off all his clothes.

Theologian and UCC member Walter Brueggemann says, Ghe prophetic claim is
this: God is bringing a new world into being in the midst of the rubble of the old
worldEl t is a new revelation which surprises, shatters, and offendsg The ©Id
truthGover which the king presides is not adequate for the crisiSEN ew truth from
God is likely to come as a protest of the powerless, the disinherited.®

Indeed, this new truth comes from the mouth of the prophet. It comes from those
willing to stand upon promises that will bring the walls of this world crumbling
down. Are we ready for a new world? Jesus asks: do we want to be healed?*
Or are we, like Naaman, always insisting that someone else should heal the
wounds for us? Always assuming that we don®have to participate in our own
healing? Always imagining that healing is beholding magic, rather than facing
ugly fears?

Naaman became angry when, in the course of seeking out healing, the prophet
Elisha did not subscribe to his assumptions about power. Naaman practically
refused healing with these words: @thought that for me the prophet would surely
come out, and stand and call on the name of his God, and would wave his hand
over the spot, and cure the leprosy! Are not the rivers of Damascus better than
all the waters of Israel? Could | not wash in them, and be clean?0 As
commander of the army who had intimate relationships with kings, and a
multitude of servants at his right hand, Naaman expected better treatment from
Elisha. He thought that his elite status would merit a dramatic healing. With
Elisha® command, relayed through a messenger, however, Naaman took deep
offense at the ordinary nature of dipping in the Jordan River. Deep down, his
status was possibly more important to him than his healing. And isn®it just like a
prophet of God to challenge the status quo? Isn®it just like Elisha to connect
healing with humility?

Naaman@® anger, and the fear of change that it represents, is present within most
of us, if we are honest. Yet if we do not name our anger and take responsibility
for our deepest fears about letting go, we will surely fail to inaugurate a new
world.

3 The Creative Word, pp. 59-63.
4 John 5:6
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Naaman@® caring servants urged him to swallow his pride and participate in his
own healing. Prophetic voices like these are difficult for us to hear. We have
bought into the power structure of the old, presiding truth of this world. Presiding
truth says that dis-ease, poverty, and violence are the natural states of human
beings, but God proclaims we were created for wholeness, abundance, and love.
Presiding truth urges us to hang on to our anger at those who have wounded us,
but God says that reconciliation is here for the taking. Presiding truth whispers
that status and comfort are more important than wholeness, but God invites us to
dip into the Jordan river and be transformed. Presiding truth says time heals all,
but God calls us with urgency to participate in our own healing now.

The presiding truth of this world would have us believe that individual, familial,
community, and global healing are competing entities. Some of us have a
tendency to focus on global justice to the exclusion of caring for our own family of
faith. Others have a tendency to focus on healing within familiar circles to the
exclusion of demanding justice for those in unfamiliar places with unfamiliar
plights. But the biblical obsession with justice reveals that social justice is, in
essence, a call for healing. Let® not forget to include ourselves in that mix.

Let® also acknowledge that some groups have been traumatized, brutalized, and
violated for generations, so that dis-ease of the spirit begins to show up as
disease of the body. Historical trauma endured by many members of the body
requires extra care to bring about healing.

As the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. proclaimed, Gnjustice anywhere is a threat
to justice everywhere.® That® because when any group of peopleN whether it®
children or people of African descent or women or the poor or gays and
lesbiansN when any group of people is held hostage by injustice, it distorts those
of us who bear the privilege not afforded to others. Injustice done to others in far
away places damages the humanity of those of us right here at home, because it
creates a world of haves and have nots. And, like Naaman, privilege and
prosperity can be obstacles to our healing, just like oppression and poverty.

God® healingN this healing that requires that we abandon the comfortable status
quo, this healing that invites us listen to those in low places, this healing that
asks us to participate in our restoration to wholenessN God® healing is not
exclusively for individuals. It is not only for the oppressed. ltis for all of us. And
the woundedness that each of us carries somewhere deep within our bodies and
spirits is linked to the woundedness of those in Sudan, in Iraqg, in Columbia, in the
Philippines. Our woundedness is a mark of the broken human condition. Like
leprosy, the violence it wages is so death dealing that it creates a climate of
anxiety.

The good news, my friends, is that we do not heal in isolation. We need the
touch of this beautiful world. We will inaugurate a just, new world only if we
attend to the deep wounds in ourselves. Likewise, to heal our own wounds we

> Letter from Birmingham Jail, April 16, 1963
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must touch the brokenness that hugs the earth. Our journey into faith with the
God who restores us to wholeness requires that we hold hands.

Poet-prophet Mary Oliver says it like this: @Vhoever you are, no matter how
lonely, the world offers itself to your imagination, calls to you like wild geese,
harsh and excitingN over and over announcing your place in the family of
things.® Your place in the family of thingsE

My friends, the prophets are telling us what we must do to bring about healing.
They are in our midst, shouting that God has some good news! There is a
prophet in Israel. There is a balm in Gilead. There is a Prince of Peace. There
is a Great Physician. A new world is on her way. Can you hear her breathing?’

6 «“Wild Geese”
7 Arundhati Roy
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