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The world is full of wonders. Gerard Manly Hopkins begins a poem “The world is charged with the 
grandeur of God.” Walt Whitman ends a poem “I know nothing but miracles”. I’ll go with Whitman’s 
wording: The world is full of miracles. And holy scripture is full of miracle stories, which are Something 
Else. 
 
Miracle stories serve several purposes: They show forth the mighty power of God. They indicate God’s 
will for humankind—fulness of life, inner freedom and physical freedom, too, and a place at the table. 
They also serve as endorsements of the human seemingly “doing” the miracle. This morning’s first 
reading is one miracle story, among several, designed to show Elisha’s ability to make miracles happen. 
The level of detail in this story snagged my attention. When a scripture passage has more details than 
most, something’s going on; it’s worth a close look. 
 
There are all sorts of goings-on in this one; it’s an opera waiting to happen! And it’s a subversive comic 
opera, in which the men in power have hissy fits, the servants have all the answers, and this send-up of 
established social structures has a happy ending. I’ll explain. Let’s start with some gritty background 
material so that you have the cultural context. 
 
Naaman had “leprosy.” At the time this story was recorded, “leprosy” was a catch-all term for disfiguring 
skin conditions which would probably make you an outcast. Many rabbis over time have assumed that it 
was an outward and visible sign that all was not well with the leper’s soul. So a leper lost their seat at the 
table, literally, and may have lost their reputation, too. 
 
The “servant girl” who worked for Naaman’s wife? She’s a slave. A “womanist” study brings out e sinister 
implication. Biblical scholar Wilda Gafney is an Episcopal priest who teaches Hebrew Bible in a seminary 
and who just happens to be a person of color. She picks up on things (unsaid) that go right by most of us. 
And she points out that’s anywhere there’s a woman enslaved, there’s probably sexual slavery. We don’t 
know the age of this “servant girl”—odds are that sooner or later, she’ll be servicing some of the men in 
addition to serving Naaman’s wife. 
 
That lavish embassy from the King of the Syria to the King of the of Israel Looks to me like “powerful 
political ‘leaders’ who think they and their fellow kings make the world go round” when in fact, the 
important interactions happen at a much lower pay grade. The King of Israel’s somewhat paranoid 
reaction? Granted, he’s being asked to do something beyond his power..iApparently it doesn’t occur to 
him to ask around and find advisors who can help; he thinks he has to do it “all by himself,” There’s no 
indication he thinks“Oh, that poor man—I hope there’s something that will help him.” His reaction is to 
think it’s a set-up for a power-grab.  Uneasy sleeps the head that wears the crown! 
 
Now we’ve got a public figure with a secret shame, a girl who’s been kidnapped, enslaved, and maybe 
trafficked, and a king who’s first thoughts have to do with his power, and threats to it. It’s horrifying. It’s 
also comic. 
 
So, let’s revisit the reading. 2: Kings 5:1-15 
 
Does this have anything to do with life here and now?  This weekend we celebrate a heroic event in US 
history, this story nudges us to examine the hero-worship myths in the way many people think about 
history. 
 



There’s the “Great Man” approach. The narrative hinges on one, lone, powerful male…Alexander the 
Great. This approach creates dramatic suspense because, “What if he wasn’t there? Western civilization 
would have slipped into the sea.” 
 
One aspect of this is the “you can’t miss it” narrative and the expectations it fosters. Any miracle is sure to 
involve grand gestures, commanding voices, and instant results, because if it isn’t showy and dramatic, 
nothing’s going on. 
 
There’s also the “Now or never“ version in which we imagine God saying “This is your one chance. Don’t 
blow it, because you’ll never get another. We hear this in the old hymn “Once to every man and nation, 
The choices goes by forever, twixt that darkness and that light.”  This ratchets up the suspense 
because—What is you miss your cue? What if you fail? But note: the text was originally written as a 
protest against the Mexican American War, at a specific moment in history. Then it was taken up by 
abolitionists at a decisive time in history.  So far, so good. But now we’ve learned to our sorrow that the 
fight between truth and falsehood, justice and oppression continues. People and nations have to keep 
making the moral choice time and time again. It just sounds loftier when we get the over-the-top 
language. “The choice goes by FOREVER”. 
 
A close reading of “The Healing of Naaman” suggests that that’s all bunk.  
 
It takes one great man to make things happen? Bunk. In reality, “it takes a village to create a miracle.” 
Elisha was the catalyst, but getting Naaman into the Jordan was a team effort. And the crucial bit of 
information that got the process started was a chance comment by a “powerless” young woman whom 
many would overlook or despise. 
 
“It’s now or never? Granted, in a Greek-myth version of today’s story, God would have been so enraged 
by Naaman’s initial reaction that God would have hit him with al lightening bolt.”  Bunk. In reality, God 
gives second chances.  God does not go off in a huff. Instead, Naaman’s household community gathers 
round, calms him down with common sense—-and convinces him to reconsider and give it a try. 
 
“You can’t miss it?” In reality, divine healing works through the ordinary, sometimes through the quiet 
encouragement of people around us. sometimes through immersion in nature—and it takes time and 
repetition. Sevenfold immersion happens to be a feature of the Jewish mikvah—sometimes you have to 
keep going under and coming back up for the waters of life to do their work. 
 
The world is full of wonders, God is always waiting for us, working through ordinary things, often 
unnoticed or unnoticeable.  
 
Hopkin’s poem, which I quoted earlier starts out sounding triumphalist—“The world is charged with the 
grandeur of God.” It acknowledges the mess humans had made of the natural world—that people were 
(already, in 1877)) out of touch with the earth and running rough-shade over creation.. But it ends with the 
down-to-earth image of God, like a hen or a dove sitting on her nest through a long ,cold night, keeping 
her eggs warm and safe, waiting for them to hatch. The last four lines are words of hope. 
 

Though the last lights off the black West went 
lo—morning. at the brown brink Eastward, springs 
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent world broods. 
With warm breast and with —ah—bright wings.” 
May it be so for all of us. 

 
Amen.  
 
Notes: Both poems, Hopkins’s “God’s Grandeur” and Whitman’s “Miracles” can easily be found on the 
internet.  
 
Wilda Gafney’s book, Womanist Midrash, is eye-opening. Highly recommended. (Warning: Some of what 
she points out is horrifying.) https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/26370864-womanist-midrash 
 


