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When I looked at the passages from the Bible suggested in 

the lectionary for today’s service, I think I can say without 

exaggeration that I was delighted.   The Old Testament 

account of the healing of the Syrian general Naaman, and the 

account in St Luke’s Gospel of Jesus sending the seventy to 

go ahead of him and act as labourers bringing in the harvest, 

are passages I enjoy hearing, and enjoy sharing with a 

congregation, whether or not I can offer a useful sermon 

related to them. 

In both passages there are phrases and sentences which ring 

out across our memories of Bible and church, and suggest 

often an expansion of significance beyond their immediate 

meaning. 

‘Are not Abana and Pharpar, rivers of Damascus, better than 

all the waters of Israel?’ 

‘And his flesh came again like unto the flesh of a little child, 

and he was clean,’ 

Then the words of Jesus to the seventy: ‘I send you forth as 

lambs among wolves.’ 

‘Into  whatsoever house ye enter, first say, Peace be to this 

house.’ 



‘And when they receive you not,  say, Even the very dust of 

your city, ..we do wipe off against you.’ 

‘And he said unto them, I beheld Satan as lightning fall from 

heaven.’ 

 

It is now many years since I heard that great preacher and 

story-teller, Murdo Ewen Macdonald, tell  about the Scottish 

preacher visiting the United States who began a sermon 

about Naaman  with 'Naaman was a mighty man, but he was 

a leper’ and stated that his theme was BUT, while not 

appreciating that in American the word butt is used to refer 

to your backside, posterior, or bottom. ‘Everybody has a but’, 

he said, and ignored the ripple of laughter has he went on to 

make the point that no matter what strengths we have, we 

also have weaknesses, and he pursued the theme, with an 

increase of laughter in the congregation, as he went on to 

claim that it is difficult to see our own ‘buts’ but much easier 

to see other people’s ‘buts’, as he made the point, which he 

thought quite a good one, that we notice the mote in other 

people’s eyes while ignoring the beam in our own eyes, as we 

read in the Sermon on the Mount. 

 

The use of a Biblical passage to make a wide point of more 

general application is something with which we must be 

familiar.  Records of events can do double service as 



parables, and comments on temporary local situations can be 

expanded to chart the heavenly and the eternal.  I was 

reminded of that capacity for overlapping  categories while 

reading recently, a volume of collected travel writing – the 

Best American Travel Writing – and found that an account of 

a recent journey can quite easily be read as a study of a 

theme in scholarship or history, and indeed have much the 

same impact as a work of fiction of similar length.  A man 

visiting the city of St Petersburg and the streets and buildings 

involved in the 1917 revolution ends up merging the diary of 

his visit with an account of the Russian Revolution itself. 

 

An American of Polish Catholic background visiting Poland 

with his Jewish wife reveals how the places they visited strike 

them in ways closely connected to their respective 

attachments. 

A person of Philippino ancestry visits the Philippines, and the 

reader is given an account of the last century through 

Spanish, American, and independent  situations. 

In all three the categories or classification of the writing was 

mixed; and the Bible is full of that – indeed you could argue 

that it is the flexibility of a passage to fit into more than one 

category which is part of what makes the Bible ‘Holy’ 

Scripture. 

 



Both of today’s passages have a large part of their 

significance in the way they express and fit into a larger 

picture. In the healing of Naaman, the significance of the 

prophet Elisha is an important feature in the landscape, and 

Elisha is an important expression of the Israelite 

understanding  of  a providential  history in which the 

covenant with Abraham,  later with Moses, and later still with 

David, was worked out and fulfilled in the national life of the 

people. The healing of Naaman was a small cog in a large 

machine. 

 

When we come to St Luke and the sending out of the 

seventy, words which were written half a century after the 

event to which they refer, we see the attitude and 

experience of the new Christian church reflected and 

expressed in the mission of the seventy. The kingdom which 

Jesus proclaimed involved healing and helping, peace with 

God and peace among the believers, and was shared, 

corporate and communal. The church was a body, not a 

haphazard ragbag of individual believers.  

 

The elevation of Christ in the life of the Church, and 

therefore in the lives of Christian believers, is sometimes 

difficult to hold together with the communal service to which 

that elevation leads. He may have said, ‘I do not call you 

servants, but friends’, but the language and imagery of great 



height and heavenly uniqueness remain of great importance, 

not least in our hymns – 

Jesus, my shepherd, husband, friend, 

My prophet, priest, and king, 

My Lord, my life, my way, my end, 

Accept the praise I bring. 

 

It would be absurd – and it would be impossible – to set the 

special place of Jesus Christ in the Christian religion aside. Yet 

it is the vocation of those who try to follow him to accept our 

calling to be his co-workers, his friends indeed. The seventy 

who were sent out knew that Jesus was very special, but that 

part of his special character lay in their sharing his mission 

and purpose.  ‘And the seventy returned again with joy, 

saying, Lord, even the devils are subject unto us through thy 

name.’ 

 

Faith enables, even empowers. Faith does not emasculate, 

anaesthetise, freeze.  In a recent article the Rector of St 

James’, Piccadilly,  Lucy Winkett, quoted a saying of C S 

Lewis;  ‘ I believe in Christianity as I believe the sun has risen, 

not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything 

else.’ 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


