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Sermon              Sunday 3 July, 2016 
 
Lessons 2 Kings 5: 1 – 14     Galatians 6: 7 – 16     St Luke 10: 1 – 11, 16 – 20 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Holy God, Mysterious Deity, Eternal Lover, bless our meditations that we may be 
drawn ever more deeply into Your Spirit and Your Spirit ever more deeply into 
us.   In Jesus’ Name, we pray.   Amen. 
 
 
 
 

In last week’s Sunday Times, the ever-popular particle physicist, 

Brian Cox, said that if he was given the chance he would like to 

improve the Bible.   Described as the nation’s favourite scientist, Cox 

says that after each verse in the First Chapter of Genesis he would 

insert the line, ‘Of course, we might be wrong about this.’   The new 

version, improved by Brian Cox, would read: 

 
 In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth – 
 of course, we might be wrong about this – 
 the earth was a formless void and darkness covered  

the face of the deep – of course, we might be wrong about this - 
 while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. 
 Of course, we might be wrong about this. 
 
During a question and answer session at a school, Cox was asked if it 

was possible to be a scientist and believe in God?   He answered ‘yes’ 

but added a couple of caveats, such as the age of the Earth.   Cox told 
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the pupil that the Earth is 4.4/4.5bn years old, not 6000 years old as 

some Creationists claim.    

 

To his credit, Cox as a scientist, unlike Richard Dawkins, says that it is 

not possible to make an absolute claim about God:  either that God 

exists or that God does not exist.   While religion does not often cross 

his mind, Cox is cautious about dismissing religion because he is 

uncertain about how the human mind works, about humanity’s two 

modes of thinking:  the intuitive and the evidence-based analysis.     

 

In my own experience in schools and with university students, I have 

often faced the claim that religion is a human craving for certainty.   

In my view, atheism is the only belief system which displays 

certainty.   Atheists tell us there is no God.   It is a form of 

fundamentalism.   They cannot prove their claim.   By contrast, at its 

best, religion is an exploration of the universe, of the human 

consciousness and a faith that in and through all things it is possible 

to encounter the Sacred, the Mystery at the heart of all life.   For 

myself, God is the central reality of my life.   In faith, in meditation, I 

see and feel God to be everywhere, but I accept the intellectual 

possibility that I may be wrong.   This is faith.    Faith is not based on 
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evidence that can be produced by the physical sciences; it is rooted in 

intuition.    

 

I began today by mentioning Brian Cox because I have the faint 

suspicion that his reading of the Genesis story is just a tad too literal.   

Of course, I might be wrong about this.   As we approach Scripture, 

we must always do so imaginatively, allowing words, phrases and 

images to be suggestive, so that from one story we might spring to 

another, to different perspectives and to more layers of meaning.   

The Bible is theology through storytelling.   The former Chief Rabbi, 

Jonathan Sacks, once said, ‘Reading the Bible literally is a heresy’.    

 

In our Old Testament story this morning we hear the account of 

Naaman, an Aramean army commander, a mighty warrior, who 

suffers from leprosy.   At the behest of an Israelite slave, Naaman 

travels to Samaria to meet a Jewish prophet named Elisha.   The 

commander hopes that Elisha will be able to heal him of his leprosy.   

In a grand show of pomp, with horses and chariots, Naaman 

ostentatiously arrives at the home of the prophet.   Rather than meet 

him face to face, Elisha sends a messenger to Naaman with the 

instruction, ‘Go, wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall 
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be restored and you shall be clean.’   At first, Naaman is offended that 

the prophet has not bothered to greet him in person but finally the 

Aramean goes to the river.   Seven times Naaman immerses himself in 

the water and, we are told, ‘his flesh was restored like the flesh of a 

young boy, and he was clean.’    

 

Is this a miracle story?   Did the waters of the Jordan cure a man of 

his leprosy?   Was it the word of Elisha, the command from a prophet 

of God, which healed the army commander?   How do we reconcile 

such a claim with our scientific knowledge about disease?   Would 

seven dips in the River Forth cure us of kidney stones or gout? 

 

This story is not about the miraculous cure of a debilitating physical 

skin disease.   It is very unlikely that the Hebrew and Greek words 

used for the skin disease relate to modern-day leprosy but, even if 

they do, the cure of a physical disease is not the point of the Naaman 

story.   In the Old Testament, there are a number of similar stories in 

which individuals are cursed by a dreaded skin disease.   In the Book 

of Numbers, Miriam, the sister of Moses, is punished by God for 

challenging the authority and humility of Moses:  in an instant, her 

skin is covered by disease and she is unable to return to the 
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community for seven days.   In the Book of Samuel, Joab, who 

commits murder, is cursed by King David, and his skin becomes 

diseased.   In the Book of Chronicles, King Uzziah arrogantly defies 

God by burning incense on an altar in the Temple, in a holy place 

where he was not entitled to be.   In a moment, the disease appears 

on the face of the king and he is no longer permitted to enter the 

Temple; he dies alone.   In the Book of Kings, immediately after the 

story of Naaman, Gehazi is cursed by the disease of Naaman for being 

an unfaithful Jew.   The dreaded skin disease is not leprosy, not as we 

understand the word.   It is a metaphor for a broken relationship with 

God.    

 

If the word ‘leprosy is not what it seems, neither is the word ‘flesh’.   

In the Bible, the word ‘flesh’ is used to mean different things.   On 

occasion, it may mean the physical matter of our body, the skin and 

muscles which cling to our bones.   On most occasions, however, 

‘flesh’ means the whole person, who we are:  body, mind and spirit.   

In the Bible, flesh is not sinful.   Flesh is good:  we are made in the 

image of God.   Crucially, we are dependent upon God.   And here’s 

the rub:  in all the cases I’ve mentioned, Naaman, Gehazi, Miriam, 

Joab and Uzziah are all people whose arrogance, whose elevation of 
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self, took them above themselves, above others and above God.   To 

my mind, the skin disease is an outward metaphor of a soul 

deformed, defaced by the ugliness of the ego, the small self.    

 

In the healing of Naaman, the Early Church saw the suggestion of 

baptism:  Naaman is cleansed of all that deformed his soul and he 

leaves the home of Elisha in a healthy relationship with God, with 

humility and an honest appreciation of who he is.   St Paul too tells us 

that we must wrestle ourselves free from the demons within, the 

satanic forces in which we seek to lord it over others.   Only if we live 

from the Spirit, from the Eternal, will we gain a right perspective on 

who we are.   I was encouraged yesterday that, in the midst of our 

present turmoil, the Queen extolled the importance of quiet thinking 

and contemplation.   Implicit in the Naaman story is the fact that 

Naaman is not a Jew yet, once healed, a healing in which he 

participates, he is held up as an example, a man cherished by God.   

God is blind to nationality:  another important message for our time.    

 

Let me close with this.   Jesus repeatedly said, ‘The Kingdom of God is 

at hand.’   In other words, the Divine is here, right now, in this place, 

now, deep within the human soul, saturating the whole of life.   Let 
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yourself be aware of it.   He told that to the chosen twelve and to the 

seventy He sent out.   The late Dag Hammarskjöld, Swedish 

economist, statesman and former Secretary General of the United 

Nations, was also a mystic.   In his spiritual diary, he quoted from St 

John of the Cross, ‘Faith is the marriage of God and the Soul’.   Of 

himself, Dag said that, in a dream, he walked with God ‘through the 

deep places of creation’.   In his diary, he wrote: 

 
 Thou takest the pen and the lines dance.   Thou takest the  

flute – and the notes shimmer.   Thou takest the brush – and  
the colours sing.   So all things have meaning and beauty in  
that space beyond time where Thou art.   How, then, can I hold 
back anything from Thee? 
 

 
The American monk, the late Thomas Merton, said that 

contemplation is ‘the union of the human mind and will with God.   

He said: 

 
 In meditation we do not seek to know about God as though 
 he were an object like other objects which submit to our 
 scrutiny and can be expressed in clear scientific ideas.   We 
 seek to know God himself, beyond the level of all the objects 
 which he has made…..The infinite God has no boundaries 
 and our minds cannot set limits to him or to his love. 
 
 
That about brings me back to where I started:  to intuition and not 

evidence-based analysis.   Naaman and his skin disease is not an 
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unscientific, superstitious story from the past:  it’s about the state of 

the human soul, yours and mine.   Amen. 

 


