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“If [he] had commanded you to do something difficult, would you not have done 

it?” 
 

Early on in our relationship, Lucas (now my spouse) started affectionately 
referring to me as a “Try-Hard.” A “Try-Hard” is someone who strives for perfection, 
who hunts unicorns, who puts in extra hours because they don’t want to settle for 
anything less than their vision of the ideal or make something easier than it might 
otherwise be. Let’s be clear, I’m not bragging about this particular affliction. It’s how I’m 
wired. Anybody else out there?  
 

Naaman, the main character in today’s story struggled with this affliction, too. 
The King of Aram may have received his throne and post as his birthright, but the 
commander of his army certainly didn’t. Naaman was a self-made man,  
he had risen to the top through discipline, strategy, intimidation, and power. Naaman 
was above average, even for a Try-Hard. 
 

But all is not perfect in Naaman’s world. Even though he has the esteem of his 
king, the respect of his subordinates, the fear of his enemies, and a winning record in 
battle, even though he’s at the pinnacle of his career, the epitome of power and 
strategy and strength, he has a skin disease. And not just any skin disease. Leprosy. 
It’s a terrible disease that carries with it a social stigma and that is associated with 
death. These are the things that we know about Naaman in the first two lines of his 
story. He is a powerful man. And that fact has not shielded him from suffering. 
 

It's from this point, human power not being able to save us from suffering, that 
Naaman’s story takes off. It would be strange to gloss over the fact that an enslaved 
girl child, taken captive during a recent victory in Israel, is the vessel to advance the 
plot of Naaman’s story. If we don’t acknowledge it, Scripture can inure us to things 
hidden in plain sight, like the trafficking of children. The girl serves Naaman’s wife and 
is aware of his condition.  

 
For the people of Israel, suffering losses in battle and territory and family and a 

sense of their place in the world, her presence and her voice in this story, even 
enslaved in a foreign land, offer a silver thread of hope. She faithfully bears witness to 
the continuing presence and power of God, even while enslaved.  

 



Even far from home. 
 

So. It is thanks to this enslaved girl child that Naaman knows to go and ask his 
king leave to go to Israel in search of a cure. After their recent military engagement, the 
King of Aram is wise to send a diplomatic letter, as well as an entourage of gifts with 
Naaman, signaling his peaceful intent. Even so, a fretful King of Israel wrings his hands 
and tears his clothes at the sight of the letter. It’s ironic that this king, another Try Hard, 
is so consumed with his own power that he has no thought for the power that exists 
beyond him and so is rendered powerless. He asks, “Am I God to do this thing?” while 
forgetting about the existence of God and God’s prophet.  
 

Luckily, Elisha knows what’s happening and sends word to the king that he has 
things under control. “Why have you torn your clothes? Let him come to me that he 
may learn that there is a prophet in Israel.” I love the image of what comes next. The 
ancient version of the entourage rolling up on Elisha’s doorstep. Like a motorcade of 
black SUVs. All tinted windows, suits, and sunglasses. Naaman brings his horses and 
chariots to a halt in front of Elisha’s house and he expects to be met in a way befitting 
his power and position. So when the man he’s come all this way to see does not even 
deign to come out of his house but instead [sends] a messenger to him, saying, “Go, 
wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored and you shall be 
clean,” Naaman takes it as an affront. Ego and rage boil over. He’s already built up a 
whole story in his mind about what he thinks this powerful prophet will do to cure him. 
And sending a messenger telling him to go wash in a dirty little river is not it. “People 
salute me and this guy doesn’t even come out? Just sends a servant with a note to 
wash in that muddy river? As though it would make me clean.” 
 

Naaman’s ego and rage at the idea that he might simply “wash and be clean” 
almost aborts the whole operation. He almost allows his rage to fuel his journey home, 
still afflicted, still suffering, still sick.  
 

But then his servants come to him with a simple question:  
“Father, if the prophet had commanded you to do something difficult, would you 

not have done it?” 
 

If it was something difficult, would you not have done it? 
 

For a Try-Hard, the difficult thing seems natural, expected, worth trying for. For a 
Try-Hard, the suggestion of ease is an affront.  
 

Ease. It’s not so easy to be at ease. Especially in this moment in the life of our 
communities, our country, our world community, and our planet. When we’re used to 
struggle and challenge, to trying hard and grappling with obstacles, like Naaman, our 
egos can get defiant at the idea of ease.  
 



Yet we cannot work our way to God. Staying compulsively busy, wringing our 
hands like the king of Israel, fretting our way through our challenges, does not move us 
closer to God or the peace God hopes for all people. God doesn’t set obstacles for 
connection or healing. This is so contrary to what our culture teaches us that we can 
convince ourselves that we don’t have time to rest in God’s presence, or that to be 
worthy of such a thing we must work our way there. 
 

But that is the antithesis of grace, people of God. Naaman learned this through a 
well-timed question and the waters of the Jordan River. “Father, if the prophet had 
commanded you to do something difficult, would you not have done it?”  
 

Naaman awakens to the thing that is alive in him beyond his ego. In the voice of 
his servants he hears an echo of the still small voice of God. He submits himself to a 
script that is not his own. He does the simple thing. He washes in the water. A baptism 
of sorts.  And in that ritual, in that place of simplicity and ease, consenting to God’s 
presence, in that moment he meets God and is made clean. The experience is so 
profound that it causes a conversion for Naaman.  He goes to stand before Elisha (a 
reversal of his earlier expectation that Elisha would come out and stand before him) 
and proclaims, “Now I know there is no God in all the earth except in Israel.” 
 

We may not respond to being met in quite the same way, but like Naaman,  
when we’re used to struggle and suffering and working hard to clear obstacles, what 
might it mean for us to simply trust that God is present to support, lift, and uphold us?  
 

It can be hard to even imagine a presence so supportive. A script so contrary to 
the one that presumes our own power (or fretful powerlessness).  To allow ourselves to 
rest in the arms of love and grace without earning or deserving it.  
 

What does that even feel like? I think it’s no accident that Naaman’s healing 
takes place in the water. Water can be exhausting (or even deadly) when we treat it 
like an obstacle, something to do battle with, to be conquered through the force of our 
own ego and will.  
 

I learned this young as a skinny, scrappy kid who was trying desperately to pass 
the same level of swimming lessons as her older brother. I assailed the water. He 
passed. I failed. My ego activated and I worked so I’d never fail again. I worked at a 
relationship with the water. But I didn’t learn to love the water until I learned to trust it. 
Trust it to hold me up. Trust it to let me float. This is my closest physical experience to 
the unearned presence, love, and grace that God offered Naaman in that moment and 
offers each of us, too. That quiet goodness of being held up by water in trust and 
peace. 
 

People of God, let part of what fuels you in creating the silver thread of hope that 
John so beautifully preached about last week be the truth that God is ready to meet 



you, not setting up hurdles to connect with you, not one more thing on the to do list, but 
a relationship, an energy, a presence, with you and for you, supporting you through 
whatever life brings, to buoy you up, with simplicity, grace, and ease. 
 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
 


