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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

You’ve all heard the old joke:  Raging flood waters have forced the homeowner to climb up on his roof, where he prays to God to save him.  A voice from heaven reassures him, “I will save you.”  A boat comes by, but the man refuses to get into it, because god is going to save him.  A helicopter hovers over his head, dropping down a rope ladder, but he refuses that, too…

Because God is going to save him.

The powerful, swirling floodwaters break up the house and the man drowns; he goes to heaven and his first question to God is, “I thought you were going to save me!”  And the inevitable answer:  “I did.  I sent a boat, a helicopter….what more did you want?”

Well, the “more” that we often want from God is something majestic, maybe even flamboyant, something out of the ordinary.  But God works where we least expect it….among seemingly insignificant people and events.

That is one point which we are going to be making today:  God works where we least expect it.  And here’s the other point:  God is at work even among those who do not call him by name.  And he is at work among them graciously.  That is, God works among others with the same care, the same goodness, the same loving-kindness as among those who do know his name.

Naaman is the chief military officer of the Syrian army.  He had risen to his high rank, we are told, because he had been so successful at war.  In fact, he had been so successful at war…..against Israel!   Even more amazingly, this story tells us that it was the Lord, Yahweh, the God of Israel, who had given victory to Syria through Naaman.

This is the Jonah story, all over again, isn’t it, folks?  This is a God who respects no national boundaries.  He crosses them willy-nilly, as he pleases, and he crosses them all.  Our God is the One who has compassion on all, the One who seeks to include all.

This is nothing short of amazing!  For all of the exclusiveness with which the Old Testament speaks – the call and election of Israel….God choosing Israel from among all the nations of the world….as much as the Old Testament emphasizes that special favor, it never has any hesitation referring to God calling people from the outside to enter into the inner circle.  Just look at the list:  Jethro, the Midianite father-in-law of Moses; Balaam, the Mesopotamian; Rahab, the Canaanite prostitute who befriended the spies of Israel; Ruth, the Moabite woman who became the great-grandmother of King David; Cyrus, King or Persia, who freed Israel from exile in Babylon.

Let me say it again:  God is at work even among those who do not call him by name; and he is at work among them graciously.  Nor does it happen just in the Old Testament.  Matthew begins his gospel with the story of the Wise Men, foreigners, following the Bethlehem star from the east.  He ends his gospel with the confession of the roman centurion at the foot of the cross, another foreigner:  Surely this was the Son of God!

Now let’s ask Luther’s famous question:  What does this mean?  The fact that God works among those who don’t even know him….what does this mean for you and me?  Here’s what it means:  we must expect to find the witness of God, the witness of Jesus Christ, in every man and woman.  And not just find it here and there, but expect to find it everywhere.
· As the Psalmist says, God’s goodness fills the earth.  It doesn’t pull up short at the borders of Israel…or at the borders of the United States.

· As our Eucharistic liturgy puts it, Everything is filled with your glory.
· As the old Gospel hymn sings it, There’s a wideness in God’s mercy, like the wideness of the sea.
Point #1:  God works among those who do not call him by name.  And now, Point #2:  God works in ways we least expect it, oftentimes in ways which even seem trivial.

Back to the story of Naaman.  In this story underlings, servants, play all the crucial roles.  Naaman has leprosy, and it is the little slave girl in his house

…kidnapped on one of his raids against Israel, no less….who mentions a wonder-worker from back home:  Gee, if only my master could meet the prophet from Samaria, he would get rid of the disease for him.
Sure, kid!  What could her comment have seemed but the touchingly naïve suggestion of an innocent little girl whose parents had probably left copies of the National Inquirer around!  If the Mayo Clinic hadn’t been able to help, if the best doctors in the best country in the world couldn’t cure him, why give even passing notice to the notion of a little girl from a backward, underdeveloped, insignificant nation which Syria had always been able to squash pretty much at will?

But, of course, when everything else has failed, a person will try anything, so Naaman goes through the proper diplomatic channels and finally arrives with all his advisors and attachés and a slew of reporters and cameramen – the whole bit – outside the door of the prophet’s cottage.  

And, as the cameras start churning away and everyone awaits the historic meeting between the Syrian commander-in-chief and the Israelite holy man…..lo and behold!...it’s another servant who emerges from the house and announces that the word is…..Naaman should go wash in the contemptible creek the Israelites dignify with the name River Jordan.

Naaman, snubbed by the holy man and humiliated by this absurd directive issued through a low-ranking subordinate, stalks off in a fit of anger, sniffing about rivers:  When you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all…plenty enough decent rivers back home!

Once again, for the third time now, it’s servants, this time his own servants, who take the chance to approach him and suggest, Well, isn’t it worth a try?  You’ve come this far, why not give it a whirl?  Can’t lose, can you?  At least he didn’t expect you to prove yourself with some great feats, like a Hercules, or like Jason in search of the golden fleece.
Naaman relents.  He removes his executive wardrobe, his distinguished service medals, all the trappings of his status, and naked and utterly vulnerable, embarrassed and a little afraid, like any other human, he first tests the water with a toe, and then, slowly, cautiously, lowers himself all the way into the dirty brown water, all the while probably cursing himself with the nagging thought, What am I doing here?
Six times he repeats the performance and, of course, nothing happens.  What a colossal joke, what a pathetic, demeaning trick!  And then the seventh time…and he stands up…and as the water cascades, then finally trickles off his body, he looks down and is glad the waters from the despicable creek mix with and hide his tears.  For he is a new person, fresh and whole as a young boy!

What newness!....out of such an absurd, trivial, ordinary chain of events.  The naively trusting suggestion of the little slave girl, the perfunctory message of Elisha’s servant, the banal advice of Naaman’s own servants, the bath, the seven baths in a foreign creek….and then, newness, wholeness, healing!  The gracious act of God!

Point #2:  the Word of God, the healing of God, the acts of God, don’t always come in majesty and glory.  Oftentimes they come in the simple and mundane….through the advice of underlings and little kids….”out of the mouth of babes,” the Psalmist says….through muddy creeks.

Once again, let’s ask Luther’s question:  What does this mean for us, that God works in ways which oftentimes seem to be trivial?  It means humility!  Being the servant.  We in the Church have had to learn that lesson of humility over and over again, especially in our mission, in our reaching out.

We learned the lesson of humility, the lesson of servanthood, in our mission to Japan.  Back in the 16th century, when the Church….specifically, the Jesuits….

first started sending missionaries to Japan, it was done in a spirit of arrogance.  They tried to impose European culture on the Japanese; the Jesuits refused to learn the Japanese language; they wouldn’t even allow the Japanese to become Jesuits!

However, when an Italian Jesuit, Alexandro Valignano, was put in charge of the Japanese mission, he ordered a complete reversal.  There would be no more imposing Europe’s culture on the people; everywhere everything was to be done in the Japanese fashion.

Valignano felt that the Christian mission was vernacular, indigenous, native…and thus it was tolerant of all cultures.  Our very difference from others is the reason for respecting them as unique bearers of God’s witness….they can be witnesses to us as to how God is acting among them.

That kind of humility is also being asked of us…the belief that God is at work even among those who do not call him by name; and he is at work among them graciously.  Arrogance and fear keep us from crossing boundaries to reach out to others; humility builds bridges.

Doesn’t the Naaman story also tell us that there is a relationship between humility and healing?  Healing came for Naaman because of his eventual willingness to humble himself, to strip himself naked and wash in a trickling muddy creek.

Might that also be true for the kind of healing that is needed in a broken marriage…or in a broken friendship?  Oftentimes it is our pride which is the barrier to wholeness, and that pride must come down in humility in order for healing to take place.

Yet nothing we can try to do produces humility.  Have you heard the old story about the pastor who was glad he was humble because he knew that Christians should be humble.  But then he was sad that he was glad that he was humble, because a person who is really humble shouldn’t be glad about it.  But then he was glad that he was sad that he was glad that he was humble, because at least when he was sad about being glad, he was humble again!

Crazy, isn’t it?  You probably can’t make yourself humble.  It only comes as a gift, as a by-product of servanthood…..Of thinking of yourself as a servant.  
At the end of our Naaman story we read that Naaman’s flesh was restored like the flesh of a young boy.  A young boy….not a distinguished, beribboned military officer.  Hmmm.  Is it a clue, a hint…a hint of humility, a hint that Naaman too has been transformed into a humble servant of the God who knows no boundaries, the God who is at work, graciously at work, even among those who do not call him by name, the God who works using seemingly insignificant people and events?

There’s no question about it.  Just read the next verse where Naaman says:  Now I know that there is no God in all the earth except in Israel.  Which is a backward way of saying:  The God of Israel – and you and I might add, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ – is the God of all the earth!
