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SCRIPTURE: Mark 1: 40-45

And aleper cameto him beseeching him, and knedling said to him, "'If you will, you can
make meclean.”" Moved with pity, he stretched out his hand and touched him, and said
to him, "'l will; bedean.” Andimmediately the leprosy left him, and he was made clean.
And he sternly charged him, and sent him away at once, and said to him, ** See that you
say hothingto any one; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your cleansing
what M osescommanded, for a proof to the people’ But he went out and beganto talk
freely about it, and to spread the news, so that Jesuscould no longer openly enter atown,
but was out in the country; and people came to him from every quarter.

CHILDREN'S SERMON

Canyou al pretend? | want you to pretend thismorning that we're sitting in awoodsand
al around usarethese big trees. It's dark and we havethisbigfireright here. I'm going
totell youastory. Remember you areto pretend that we're out in the woods and we're
sitting around a campfireand well let these peoplelistenin. Okay?

| learned thisstory asalittle boy and | thought it wasa great story then. And | think it's
awonderful story now. It's alittle bit long but good storiesare sometimes.

Naaman wasa general in the army under the king of Syria. He wasimportant to his
master. Infact, hismaster held him in highest esteem becauseit was because of him that
they had victory.

Now, Naamanwasatruly great man but he wasafflicted by aterrible, terribleskin
disease. It so happened that one night on one of the raiding parties.. ..they werein alittle
community and they captured a young girl. Thisyoung girl becamethe maid to
Naaman's wife. Oneday shesaid to her migtress, "'If only my master could meet the
prophet of Samaria, he would be healed of hisskin disease.”

Naaman went straight to his master and reported what thelittle girl from Israel had said.
"Wadl, go then,"” said the King of Syria,"and I’'ll send aletter of introductionto the King
of lsradl.”" So he went off and he carried with him seven hundred and fifty poundsof
slver and a hundred and fifty poundsof gold and ten sets of clothes.

Naaman delivered the letter to the King of Isradl. Theletterssaid, ""When you get this
letter, you will know that | have personally sent my servant, Naaman, to you and you are
to hed him of hisskin disease.

When the King of Isragl read thisletter, he wasterribly upset. In fact, he was so upset
that he ripped hisgarmentsto piecesand said, "Am | God? Can | do thishedling? Am |
aGod that | havethiskind of power of lifeand death? What am | supposed to do when |
get ordersfrom thisking to hea? What's going on hereanyhow? | think thekingis
trying to pick afight."

TheKing of Israel wasvery upset. Elisha, a man of God, heard of the king's distressand
so hewent to him. He said to him, ""Why are you so upset, whipping up your robeslike
this? Send Naamanto meso hell learnthat thereisa prophet in Isradl.™

So Naaman with his horsesand hischariotsarrived in styleat Elisha’s door. Elisha sent
out aservant to meet him with thismessage. ""You go to the River Jordan and immerse




yoursalf seven timesand if you do it seven times, your skin will beas white as snow and
you will be healed good as new."

Naaman heard thisand helost histemper and he turned on hishedl and said, 'l have
personally come out here to meet with the prophet and he sends me thislittle pipsqueak
that tellsmethat | am supposed to go get washed in thismuddy, ugly, dirty river called
Jordan and | will be hedled on the spot. Theriverswhere | camefrom are much cleaner
thanthese. If that's al that it takes, | could have stayed in Damascus. I'm not going to
bathein oneof those™ And he somped off, mad asa hornet.

But one of hisservantscaught up with himand said, "' Father, if the prophet had asked
you to do something hard and heroic, you would have doneit. 1sn't thispretty easy?
Couldn't you justtry it? Couldn't you just stretch yoursdlf alittle bit and make it
happen?*

So hedid. Hewent down and immersed himself in the Jordan River. He went down
seven times and do you know what happened? Hewas cleansed! Absolutely made
perfectly well. Hewasas good asnew. So hewent back to the holy man, Elisha, and he
stood beforehim and he said, "'l know now without a shadow of doubt that thereisno
God inthe world that could get the best of your God. In my gratitude | want to give you
agift.”

"AsGod lives', Elisha said, "'l can't take anything fromyou.” Naamantried hisbest to
get Elisha to take something but he wouldn't. "'If you won't take anything' Naaman said
to Elisha, ""then let meask you afavor. Will you giveme aload of dirt, as least as much
dirt asateam of donkeyscan carry? Because when | go back to Damascus, | never again
want to worship on the ground of the kings and the gods of Syria. | want to be ableto
build my own little mound of dirt where | can stand in God's presence.’

Elisha said, "Do that. Goin pesce. Everythingwill bedlright.”" So Naamanleft. He
had how many poundsof silver? 750. And how many poundsof gold? 150 pounds of
gold.

And how many outfitsdid he have? 10. Just wanted to make sure you were listening.
So hetook off and he had al of the gold and al of the silver and al of hisclotheswith
him.

Oneof Elisha’s servants said, "' He's getting off for nothing. My master healed him and it
didn't cost himadime. That stinks!  So he went after him and caught him out on the
plain. Naaman got out of hischariot and asked, ""What do you want?' The servant said,
"You know | think the master has changed his mind and would you give him alittlebit
for histrouble?"

Naaman said, "Sure™ Theservant said, ""Will you give us 75 pounds of silver and some
gold and a couplesetsof clothes?* Naaman, being so grateful, said, “I’ll do better than
that. I’ll doublethat.”" And hedid.

Now the servant took the money in a sack and he took the clothesback with him. When
they got almost back to where Elisha was, the servant hid the gold and the silver and the
clothes. Then hereturned to Elisha. Elisha said, Wow, Gehazi, what have you been up
to?"

"Oh, not much." Elisha said, "Didn't you know that | waswith you in spirit when the
man stepped out of hischariot to greet you? Tell me, isthisthetimeto look after
yoursalf lining your own pocketswith gifts? Guesswhat, Gehazi? The skin diseasethat
Naaman had will now affect you and your family and therewill beno relief in Sght.”



And Gehazi walked away with hisskin flaky and white. Now, what do you make of the
story?

When | was growing up in Sunday School, folks, no one ever told us the second half of
that story. Did you ever hear the second hdf of that story? | dways heard just the part
about Naaman getting healed. But | didn't hear the part of the story about Gehazi, the
servant.

Y ou know one of the thingsthat | think the story says. We can't redlly buy God's gifts.
And | think that Elisha knew that and understood it and he knew that if he took
something for a gift that really wasn't hisinthefirst place, that he was overstepping his
bounds. And | think that's a good lesson for usto understand and know. Some of things
that we have to give each other arejust giftsand we can't expect anythingin return.
Widll, thefireisgoing down. Areyou getting cold? Thank you kids.

Thisweek on Monday | went to Scottsbluff to listen to arenowned preacher/teacher by
the name of Bill Soan Coffin. Bill Coffinwasactively involvedin the ‘60’s in the anti-
war movement. He wasthe pastor at Yaeand for a number of years was pastor of the
RiversdeUCC Churchin New York City, Hewastruly and istruly a prophetic voice.
He was speaking to us from his hospita room because he has pneumonia. It wasatwo
hour workshop. After about 47 or 48 minuteshesaid to us, "'l haveto give up. | can't
talk anymore.” But he had said some remarkably wonderful thingsand some kind of
frightening thingsas well about the state of our world. | think he was being truly
prophetic. On Thursday we learned that they put Bill in hospice. Thecarethat heis
going to be getting fiom thispoint on isnot curative, but palliative. Bill isdying.

But what he said to us about the world and about the state of our world and what he
described asthe'axis of evil' being the peoplein the world who have an insensitivity to
the needsof therest of theworld. .... that the real heart of evil lieswhen we become so
selfishand so self-centered that we do not see that 90% of our world iswithout. |
thought about that intermsof communionthismorning. It's pretty easy to sit in this
placeand drink alittle cup of juice and ped off a pieceof bread and think about the
blessingsthat we havein life.

But what if that wasall you hed to eat today? If that wasthe only nourishment that you
might have in awhole 24 hour period? So, thismorning, when you cometo thetable, |
want you to think about 9 in 10 peoplein our world not having what we have. Andt hi nk
about sharing your cup with someone who doesn't have it, and sharing your bread with
someone who has nothingto eat. Maybe communion needsto open our eyesto the pain
of therest of theworld, not just to the joy of knowing God in our lives.

SERMON

| want you to hear thismorning as | td k, the power of death, the power of endings,
because without death thereisn't resurrection. Without letting go of what we thought we
knew and what we thought we held so dearly and so clearly in our hands, if wedon't let
go of it, if wedon't begin to revisionit, churches all over America will be shutting their
doors. Thisonecould too.

Now | don't hear that as negative. | hear it asremarkably powerful. Thereasonthat |
say that is becausethe story of Mark and the story of Elisha has some wonderful



parallels, somewonderful connections. To understand thisyou have to know (over the
last month or so I've been trying to put thisinto context for you) that |sragl wasdying
when Jesuswasborn. The Hebrew faith, the culture that the Hebrewshad known and
cometo love and appreciate, that had guided them through many ups and downsin their
lives, wasdying. Infact, within 30 yearsof Jesus desath, |srael asthey knew it for
hundredsand hundredsand hundredsof years, would be no more. And the peoplewould
no longer bethere. Their beloved city, Jerusdlem, wasin total ruin.

The Romans, when they took Jerusalem by storm, tore down all of its buildingsand most
all of itswall. They just decimatedit. That's what they did in thosedays. We might call
it carpet bombingin our day and age. They destroyed everything. And the Hebrewswho
survived, migrated. They left and they went to the land of their enemies, the Syrians, to
survive. It's that context that the Gospeswere writtenin. And the Gospel writers| think
weretrying to say to the peoplethen, " God's not dead. Y our ritualsare gone. Your
placeof worshipisgone. Sacrificeis goneasyou understand it and know it, but God is
still dive. God ill lovesyou. God still cares deeply about his people and wherever you
are and whoever you are, you are loved.”

Now, how do the writersget at that? Wdll, in the story of second Kings, Elisha, if you
remember from my sermon last Sunday, wasatypeof Christ. Elijah, John the Baptist.
Elisha, atypeof Christ. What isthe miracle of Elisha? He heals Naaman of leprosy.
Wha isthe miracleof Jesus? He heasthe man from leprosy. Do you seethe parallels?
Do you see the connectedness? Now we could go through those two passagesof
Scriptureand find several more paralels, connectionsthat would help usto understand.
Wha | think the Kings story istdling usand the Mark story istelling usisthat God loves
peopleeverywhere. If you were going to talk about God loving everyone, who would
you pick? Your neighbor? Y our spouse? Your kids? Of coursenot. If you wanted to
tell astory about God really loving everybody, you'd pick your enemy....| meanthe
ugliest, nastiest human being on earth.

Naaman was that to the Hebrews. He wasthe favorite general of Syrias ruler because he
wasso good at what hedid. Now, what do generdsdo? They makewar. He got out
thereand he got sick and so he goesto the Hebrew God for healing. And Elisha tellshim
to do something, and after thiswonderful little strugglethat we have ontheinsde,
Naamandoesit. If someonetellsyou to do something good for you what do you think?
You jump right up and do it, right? Sherrill tellsme how to loseweight. I'd be hedthy,
I'd feel better. I've heard that all my lifesincel've grown up. (I wasjust teasing
Sherrill). And | think that | can get around it all sort of ways.

Why would | goto Isradl to dunk mysdlf inadirty river when | could do it in the White
River? You see, Naaman wasan outsider. Hedidn't understand and hedidn't know the
waysof theHebrews. Hedidn't understand the significanceof all those storiesbut he
listened and he obeyed and he was healed and he wastransformed. He was an outsider
looking in.



Thesame story in asenseistruefor the leper that is heded by Jesus. Sir, if you would,
you could make mewhole. And Jesus saw something pretty remarkableabout that. He
reached out and he touched him and hewaswhole. He saysto the leper, Wow go, do
what you're supposed to do and don't tell asoul.” Now that's paradoxical intent if I've
ever heard of it. 1f something really good happensto you, what are you going to do? Are
you going to hideit? | think not.

But the essence of the story isthat the leper in the New Testament was the samekind of
outsider that Naaman wasin the Old Testament. Hedidn't fitinthesysem. Hewasit a
part of theelite. He wasn't amember in good standing but he understood and knew
something of the power of God intheworld. And it transformed him.

| think what isgoing on in the American Church and | think the church around the world
isthat wetoo arein acrisisstate wherewe may no longer be ableto support the plants,
the edificesthat we have built around us. We may not beableto bein abuildinglikethis
for much longer, smply becauseit takesso much to keepit up. We may not be ableto
support sometwenty churchesin acommunity of 5000....the physica plants. And we
haveto think realistically about that. We haveto begin to think ‘outside the box' asit
were and consider ourselves a people of faith that recognizesthat when what we have
known and what we've become comfortablewith and what is sought, startsto fall away,
we need not lose our faith, that the community can continueto grow and that we can get
past theideasof sectarianism and those peoplethat we have often considered our
enemies, even though they might be on the other side of the street, worshiping in another
place, our peoplethat God lovestoo.

It seemsto methat it istimefor our church, the Chadron UCC Church, to think very
serioudly about what our missionisand bewilling to risk who we are to share the Good
Newsthat God lovesthe outsider.

The second half of that story isasimportant asthefirst....the story | read to the children.
Do you remember Gehazi, the servant? He thought hewas privileged. He thought that
because he wasthe servant of Elisha that he could get somethingfor Elisha’s work. So
he followed Naaman into the wildernessand asked him for a handout. Elisha flatly
refused to takea gift. But Gehazi was degply committed to getting something for
nothing.

It s;emsto methat that is sometimesthe way insdersact. | have what | need and | want
more. | have everything that is humanly necessary but I just want alittle bit more. When
| seea'freebie | goafterit. What Gehazi didn't understand wasthat his dishonesty
would cost him. In psychological circleswe often recognize that the very thingsthat
peopletry to disown, try to not understand or not dedl with, are the very thingsthat trap
them and catch them.

Thissays something to me about the churchaswell. Weare a peoplethat oftentimesare
very sdlf-centered, very caught up in what we think isthe right thing to do, and Boy! We
ought to be rewarded for it. Elisha understood that to takethe gift from Naaman would



put himin abad way. The church hasto understand in our day and our age that we have
to move past thisideaof privilege....that WE ARE ALL Gods people and until all God's
peoplefed thelovingand caring and healing Hand of God, all of uswill suffer.

We might be dying, but resurrectioniscoming. Amen.



