In some ways, it’s easier to think about God’s ability to heal than God’s ability to forgive.  We pray each Sunday morning for the healing of this community, for restoration of their body and mind.  This makes sense.  The Bible is full of stories where healing is granted, wounds are wiped away, diseases are washed clean, brokenness is made whole.  But what about forgiveness?  Where is the physical mark of forgiveness?  Where is the concrete evidence of God’s mercy when we have sinned against God, against our neighbor, against our own selves?


Problematically, there are many places in the gospel where sin is associated with sickness.  This has led to the idea that perhaps those who are sick or injured have done something to deserve it, and that God is punishing them.  We don’t have to look far into our lives to know that this is far from the truth.  What does a child do to deserve cancer?  What does a loving father do to deserve heart disease?  What did my grandma, a fierce Lutheran farm woman, dedicating herself to her family and her faith, do to deserve leukemia?  We each have a story that reminds us that illness is not indicative of a lack of faith.  We know that sickness is not God’s punishment – it just doesn’t work that way.


We do know, however, that our world is full of brokenness.  Whether it’s leukemia or divorce, violence or heart disease, broken bones or broken hearts, we don’t have to look too far to know that our world is full of imperfection.  God made it good, and we have made it a mess.  We often focus our attention on the need for physical healing, and find hope in the miracles that happen there every day.  We should still pray for healing – we can always pray for miracles – we are called to minister to and pray for the sick.  This is important.  And yet, sometimes we forget that we are in need of healing from a sickness of a different kind – the disintegration that comes from sin against God and our neighbor.


In today’s Old Testament story, Naaman has his life completely together except for one thing – a skin disease.  We can’t be sure if it was leprosy or something else, but it doesn’t really matter, since they were all seen as forms of physical uncleanness.  In his desperation, Naaman goes to seek healing from the prophet of a god he doesn’t even believe in.  They healing comes to him in such a simple way that he almost won’t accept it; when he does, he actually comes to faith.  Physical healing brought spiritual reconciliation – I bet many of you know a similar story.

But what if the story was different?  What if Naaman was a fierce warrior, strong and vicious, successful and confident, and his heart was broken?  For all his wisdom in the ways of war, and all his wins on the battlefield, he had wronged someone he loved and he knew it.  This sin, this transgression, was like a spot on him, and he could not be whole in body and mind until it was resolved.  A slave girl mentioned in passing, “If only my lord were with the prophet who is in Samaria!  He could proclaim God’s forgiveness to him.”

So Naaman went, along with millions of dollars of gold, jewelry, clothing, and coins, and showed up in front of the king of Israel.  The king was completely frustrated.  "Am I God, to give death or life, that this man sends word to me to absolve a man of his sins?  Is he trying to pick a fight with me, and overthrow my country as well?”  But Elisha, the man of God, overheard, and said, “Let him come to me, that he might learn that there is a prophet in Israel.”

So Naaman, with his bags of riches and giant entourage, came to Elisha’s place.  Elisha knew he was coming, and instead of feeding into his need for spectacle, he sent out his intern pastor to say, “Turn to God, ask forgiveness, and be redeemed.”  Naaman pitched a fit.  “Shouldn’t he come out to me and perform a ceremony?  Shouldn’t he call down God from his heavens to purify my wrong with fire?  Aren’t I important enough for a little shock and awe, here?”  

As he turned to storm off, his servants whispered, “You know, if he’d asked you to prove your dedication by waging war against every army in the world, or going on a quest to the ends of the earth, wouldn’t you do that?  If all it takes to be made whole is to turn to God, isn’t that enough?”  And Naaman thought about it, and realized he did truly want wholeness, and so he turned to God, and he was granted the grace and mercy that bring forgiveness, and he was made whole.

How is that story so different?  Is it any less miraculous that Naaman’s skin should be wiped clean of disease than if Naaman’s heart were wiped clean of sin?  While the tale of healing is indeed impressive, and a concrete indicator of God’s desire for us to live whole and happy lives, we forget so easily how amazing God’s forgiveness is.  You can’t see it on your skin, but you can feel it in your heart.  And this graciousness is part of God’s deep desire for us, part of God’s constant work to make us whole.

How many times have you walked away from forgiveness, even though it was easier than nursing the hurt or feeding the rage or ripping apart the relationship?  How often have you made it harder than it needed to be, trying to defend your pride instead of asking for forgiveness?  Humility isn’t easy, but it’s sure not as bad as a lifetime of continued hurt and shame.

In today’s gospel, when the man with leprosy turned to Christ and said, “If you choose, you can make me clean,” he made a statement of faith.  He knew that on his own, he had no power to heal himself.  Jesus had that power – that was never at question.  His faith not only said that Christ had the power to heal, but his faith also said that Christ could indeed use that power to make him whole, him in particular, him no matter what, him in spite of everything.  Christ could indeed look to him in his brokenness and declare him clean.

His statement of faith belongs to us as well.  We are also freed to turn towards Christ and say, “If you choose, you can make me clean.”  Instead of trying to do it on our own or making it harder than it is, we put ourselves at the mercy of Christ’s power.  We are much better at doing this when the ailment is physical, when we can feel the brokenness in our bodies and have to turn ourselves over to others in our lives.  We are much worse at doing this when we are the author of our own brokenness, when our own captivity to sin is so deep that we can’t get ourselves unstuck.

Where is the place in your life that you need Christ’s wholeness?  Instead of trying to cover it up or run from it, admit to it.  Place it in Christ’s hands.  Sign yourself over, and tell Jesus that you know that he can make you clean.  His power is complete and his mercy is great, and he will say to you, “Be made clean.”

