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 One of the hardest things for my father to do was to ask for help.  It was especially 

hard for him to ask for help when we were traveling in the car.  It happened, on occasion, that 

we would be going somewhere, with my father in the driver’s seat of course, and he would get 

lost.  This was before the days of GPS.   

 

 Now some of us, when we are driving and get lost, stop and ask for directions.  It 

happened to me on Tuesday last week.  I was driving to meet someone in St. Catharines, and  

couldn’t find the street.  I don’t have GPS, and I didn’t have an old-fashioned paper map.  I 

was about ready to turn around when I passed a truck parked on the shoulder on the opposite 

side of the road.  So I made a U-turn, pulled up to the truck, and got out.  I noticed the male 

driver had a “what does this guy want” kind of look on his face, but he rolled down his window.  

“I’m lost,” I said.  “Where’s Martindale Road?” “Oh, you’re very close,” he smiled, relieved 

that I was not a troublemaker.  “Just keep going to the light and turn right.” 

 

 But my father wouldn’t do that.  And so when we’d get lost in a new and strange city 

we’d drive and drive in circles.  And my mother would plead with him, “Stop and ask!”  She 

was the kind of person who’d run up to somebody’s door and knock and ask for directions.   

And my father would get annoyed at her pestering, and then sometimes they’d have an 

argument, and our holiday became quite unpleasant.  It was very hard for my father to ask for 

help.  

 

 Which, I suspect, was also the case for the central character of our story whose name is 

Naaman.  Namaan was a great man.  For one thing, he was a general in the army of Aram, 

which was the country on the north side of Israel.  Today we call it Syria.  For another, he 

was great because he had just won a battle against Israel.  In fact, we even read that the Lord 

gave him the victory…which, by the way, is a startling thing for the writer to say, because we 

usually expect the Lord to give Israel the victory.  This would be like an American saying that 

the Lord gave Osama bin Laden the victory over the USA.  And so victorious general Namaan 

would be nearly as powerful as the King.  Which means he was not the kind of person who 

would need to stop and ask for directions.  He would be giving the directions.  Influential and 

successful people like Namaan usually don’t need to ask for help.   

 

 The problem is, though, Namaan needs help.  He needs it badly. He needs help badly 

because he has one very big and one very embarrassing problem.  He’s a leper.  Being a leper 

back then would be like having AIDS today.  Not only would you have a physical disease; you 

would also carry a severe social stigma, you would be seen as very, very “unclean.”  Can you 

imagine the reaction if the commander of the Canadian Armed Forces, or the PM of Canada, 



were disclosed to have AIDS?  So what a paradox we have:  Namaan the general can order 

his armies to fight, but he cannot command his leprosy to flee.  Over many people Namaan is 

a lord, but to his dreaded disease he is a slave.   

 

 So what is Namaan going to do?  Well, starts out on a journey, and the direction of 

that journey is down. The first step down for Namaan is that he has to learn to listen.  Big 

important people like Namaan don’t usually do much listening.  They’re used to being listened 

to.  But remember, Nathan is lost in this strange, new city of incurable illness and social 

disagrace, and in this city he cannot speak the language—the language to make his disease go 

away.  So he has to take a big step down off his perch and listen.   

 

 And who does Namaan have to listen to?  Not to his King…it seems he’s kept his this 

embarrassing secret hidden from his King.  Nor does he listen to his peers, to other powerful 

men who also snap their fingers and make people jump.  Namaan would lose face if his friends 

knew his secret.  So here’s the second step down for Namaan--he has to listen to a 

nobody—to a powerless, nameless slave girl, who’s been carried off from Israel after a Syrian 

victory.  She says that the great man ought to go see Elisha, a prophet in Israel who might 

have a cure for him. 

 

 And Namaan, to his credit, listens.  What choice does he have?  He’s desperate.  But 

now he has to take a third step down.  He has to take the nameless slave girl’s advice and 

travel down—literally, down south—to Israel and find this folk-healer prophet.  So he gets into 

his chariot—the stretch limosene of his day—and loads it up with silver and gold—because for 

people like Namaan, money can get you anything.  And he heads out of big powerful Syria, 

and travels down to little, captive Israel.  With cap in hand, Namaan goes to seek help from 

the enemy he has defeated.  What a come-down. 

 

 After a humiliating courtesy visit to the King of Israel whom he’s just defeated—there’s 

a fourth step down--Namaan finally arrives at Elisha’s little hut. He’s probably expecting to 

meet some wise sage, some exotic guru who has some secret incantation to pronounce over 

him that will cure him of his leprosy.  But to Namaan’s chagrin, Elisha doesn’t even come out 

to meet him.  Elisha just dispatches a servant—a second nameless servant who Namaan has to 

listen to.  That’s the fifth step down.  The servant brings a prescription:  “Go wash seven 

times in the Jordan river.”   

 

 By now Namaan’s downward journey has become kind of like sliding down a wooden 

banister and getting splinters, and the great man is insulted.  “What?  I’ve come all this way, 

and you, Elisha, don’t even come out to examine me?” That alone is a frontal assault on the 

great man’s pride.  And then the prescription:  “You tell me to go wash in the Jordan river?  

That’s no river.  That’s a muddy little ditch!,” Namaan huffs and puffs. “I’m Namaan, and I 

don’t do muddy ditches.  Why, I could have stayed home and washed in one of our real 

rivers.”  And he turns his chariot around to head for home. 

 



 That could be the end of the story, were it not for yet a third nameless servant, this time 

Namaan’s own, who dares to confront the great man.  "Father," this servant says, "just go do 

it, just go do what the prophet says, just go bathe in the river. Look, Father, if he would have 

told you to do something really hard—like go fightanother war-- you'd have done it, because 

you’re a great man!  So because it's no sweat for you to do great things, you can surely do this 

one little thing."   

 

 And once more Namaan--again, to his credit--takes yet another step down—the sixth.  

Again he listens, this time to his own servant.  What else can he really do?  He could stomp 

home in a sulk because of his shabby treatment, but he will still be a leper.  And so he takes 

his servant’s advice, and—as our scripture says—“he went down,” down to the Jordan river.  

Going down to that muddy little ditch is Namaan’s seventh step down. 

 

 I trust that by now we’re seeing that Namaan is going down in two ways.  First, he 

literally goes down—he travels south, from Syria to Israel, and then, he goes down the hill into 

the Jordan river.  More importantly, Namaan is going down in a spiritual sense, he’s going 

down in attitude.  No longer in control, he has to learn to listen, he has to learn to listen to 

invisible people far beneath him, like slaves and servants.  He has to submit himself to this 

strange prophet Elisha, who snubs him.  All of which amounts to a precipitous fall in 

pride—which the early church called The Queen of Sins.  But Namaan is desperate.  So he 

swallows that pride and goes down.  And at the bottom of the hill, in that muddy little ditch of 

the Jordan, at his spiritual bottom, when his resources have run out, lo and behold, he’s healed. 

 

 Who do you and I identify with in this story? Maybe we identify with those nameless 

servants, those employees who are pretty much invisible to the powers that be, who just do 

what they’re told in order to get along, but who, if ever asked, might have some good practical 

things to say about how the place works, and about the boss could do better, or be better.  

Maybe we could identify with the King of Israel, who shakes in his boots when a powerful 

person comes into his presence.  Maybe we identify with Elisha, this anti-establishment 

non-conformist who scorns Kings and sniffs at generals and just goes about his odd religious 

thing in his own way.  Or, maybe we could identify with Namaan, who found it hard to ask for 

help, and isn’t used to relying on others, and finds that a severe personal crisis is taking him 

down. 

 

 Twice I worked for a short time as a chaplain’s assistant in two hospitals, one of them a 

psychiatric hospital.  In places like that you can come across important, self-sufficient people 

being out of control, and facing crippling illness, and having to come down. There, in the 

hospital, these important people were reduced to complete dependency on a bunch of 

strangers, like nurses, orderlies, maids, janitors, people with less education and income and 

prestige, who now called the shots, gave the orders, and really held that person’s life in their 

hands. 

 

  



 Persons who struggle with addiction to alcohol can know what it means to go down.  

Alcoholics Anonymous has its 12-Step recovery program that has helped many overcome that 

kind of “leprosy.”  But for the program to work, you have to follow the steps, especially the 

two early critical ones:  1) “We admitted we were powerless over alcohol - that our lives had 

become unmanageable,” and, 2) “we admitted to God, to ourselves and to another human 

being the exact nature of our wrongs.”  Quite a few people who have recovered from alcohol 

addiction report that getting down to the bottom, and having the humility to admit it in a circle 

of strangers who they otherwise would never socialize with, was the key to their recovery. 

 

 It seems like a law that growing in Spirit requires some kind of event or person or idea 

or maybe death coming into our life that we can’t deal with, that pushes us to the end of our 

resources, that makes us lose control.  Fr. Richard Rohr, a contemporary writer on spirituality, 

in his book “Falling Upward,” calls this “stumbling over the stumbling stone,” the “necessary 

suffering” we must undergo if we are to grow into richer, deeper life.  When we stumble over 

stones, we don’t usually fall up, we fall down.  Only after being down, can we then stand back 

up to newer life. 

 

 When my father died from cancer at the age of 52, I think he was on this downward 

journey toward life.  Like Namaan, he had an illness he couldn’t control.  He had to learn to 

ask for help, and to receive it.  After his funeral, I learned that he had confessed his needs, his 

sins, to a certain pastor--not of our church but someone else--who had become his friend.  He 

actually came pretty close to confessing that to me.  He would almost never express his 

feelings to me, except his angry ones, but on his deathbed, he said, “I hope God will have mercy 

on me.”  At that moment, I think he had gone down to the muddy little ditch. 

 

 We might recall that Jesus, too, had to go down.  Down to being a servant, all the way 

down, to the cross.  The cross was Jesus’s stone of stumbling, his “necessary suffering,” that 

he could not avoid, that was the prerequisite of him being resurrected to life. 

 

 Maybe it’s a hidden gift, when you and I are made to travel down, by some kind of 

“leprosy” we can’t control.  And maybe it’s a gift when we have to swallow pride and admit 

need like Namaan did.  And to trust ourselves to people outside our usual circle, to invisible 

slaves and unorthodox prophets, and to reach out to others who have also gone down into the 

muddy ditch, like people who make up an AA circle.  People who have also gone down into 

the ditch can turn out to be angels, who can companion us on our own journey down.  And 

then, at the bottom, like Namaan, we might discover a grace and a power and a healing that is 

not our own. 

 


