
Rev. Eric Hillegas Year C Proper 23 2016 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy

 I remember like it was yesterday, sitting in a high school class and thinking 

there must be something stuck in my eye. Because when I looked at the teacher at 

it’s like he was writing in a fog at the front of the class. I could see what he was 

doing it just wasn’t very clear. So I scheduled a doctor’s appointment & discovered 

at the ripe old age of 15 that I was just getting old. I just needed a new set of 

lenses if I wanted to keep seeing the world clearly.  

 And so, for the last 25 years I’ve relied on some extra lenses to make it 

through my day. I’d be lost without them. I’d have a hard time reading or writing. I 

certainly couldn’t drive. And anytime I found myself in a dark room I’d be 

bumping into furniture - not the kind of thing that makes people confident in their 

priest. But despite my disability, most of the time I don’t even think about it. 

Because we live in this amazing world where I can just put on a new set of lenses 

and go about my day like nothing has ever changed. 

 It’s amazing when you stop & think about. The problem is that I never do. I 

never stop & think about my lenses unless I lose them, or damage them. And even 

then, I just get frustrated at all the things I can’t do. The problem is that I’m so 

used to a world with reliable lenses that I never see them as a sign of grace. I 

never see them as a gift. I never pause and give thanks.   

 Christian life can be the same way. Because whatever kind of spiritual 

vision we’re born with, sooner or later our lives can get reduced to a fog by some 

of the challenges that come our way. Sooner or later we’re all going to need some 



Rev. Eric Hillegas Year C Proper 23 2016 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy

new lenses to make it through our day. In those moments today’s readings can help 

Christians see more clearly. They may even help us to pause & give thanks. 

 Our first Reading about Naaman & Elisha is offering a new lens for the way 

we see power. Everything we need to know about Naaman was defined by the 

power of violence, oppression, and control. That was the only lens for Naaman & it 

worked really well for him because he was really strong. The only problem is that 

he was disabled by some leprosy. It was the only smudge on his lens for the world. 

If he could just get rid of that smudge then his lens for seeing the world would be 

crystal clear.  

 So when he hears about a cure from a captive in Israel, he asks his king to 

send a letter to pave the way. And we discover that Israel’s king has the exact same 

lens for power. It was simply a matter of violence, oppression, or control. The only 

problem is that Israel’s king didn’t have any, so he felt threatened by the request. 

How could he possibly help a warrior like Naaman if he didn’t have as much 

power to control the world? You see all the characters have the same lens for 

power - it’s simply the power to control. It’s a zero-sum game and they’re either 

winners or losers; either strong or weak. There’s just no in-between. It’s the only 

lens for power they’d ever seen. 

 Here’s our first lesson. If we simply view life through lenses that we’re 

given by by our world, sooner or later we’ll end up spiritually blind. Sooner or 

later we’ll end up looking at the world through a fog; like there’s something stuck 
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in our eye. Unlike the kings & warriors of his day, Elisha can see the world clearly. 

Elisha has a different lens for power. Elisha didn’t see power as competition. It 

wasn’t a zero-sum game to control the world. For Elisha, power was about 

nearness to God. Power was about listening to God and speaking for God. Elisha 

saw the world through a completely different lens. 

 So when Naaman shows up on Elisha’s porch inflated with the trophies of 

his own power; horses & chariots, silver & gold (2 Ki. 5.5); when Naaman arrives 

with all the symbols of his own power, the prophet Elisha doesn’t even bother to 

look. He doesn’t even answer the door. Instead, he sends a messenger. Elisha 

doesn’t even bother to look at all the signs of power that Naaman is so eager to 

show. Because Elisha’s just not impressed with any trophies of human power. 

 The irony is that despite all of Naaman’s power, Elisha is the only one who’s 

really free and in control. He’s the only one not burdened by some foggy lens of 

violence or need to control. Think about it. Who’s in control? Is it Naaman, the 

mighty warrior? Is Naaman really in control? Or is he captive to his own power?  

 Naaman is so blinded by his own power that he almost doesn’t get healed. 

He’s so blinded that he almost refuses to wash himself in the waters of these 

powerless people. But by the end of the story (a few verses after our reading), 

Naaman’s no longer worried about silver or gold. By the end of the story - when 

he’s healed - Naaman is excited about mud & dirt. He’s carting back as much dirt 

from Israel as he can carry. Because by the end of the story he finally has a new 
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lens for power. By the end of the story he finally sees his life as a gift. 

 One of our invitations is to think about any places in our lives where it looks 

like our only options are to act like Naaman. We’re invited to consider any places 

where it looks like our only options are either conquering or submitting; to consider 

places where it looks like we’re either winners, or losers. Maybe those places are 

our families or jobs - or this year, maybe our politics. Who are the people or 

situations that we’re trying to control with our own strength? In all of those 

situations, we’re invited to adjust our lens; to not constrained by the small lens of 

our own power.  

 We’re invited to respond by surprising our opponents with words and deeds 

that can heal. You see Naaman was acting like a beast. He was subhuman. And the 

prophet’s response is what humanized him. The prophet’s response shattered 

Naaman’s lens for power and allowed him - maybe for the first time - to see his life 

as a gift. Whenever we find ourselves caught up in the struggle of this world’s 

power games, we’re invited to do the same. We’re invited to humanize our most 

beastly opponents with words & deeds that allow them to see their lives as a gift. 

We’re invited to see the world through a lens of God’s power.  

 Our second Reading from a letter to Timothy offers a new lens for the way 

we see prosperity. Because sometimes our weakness or suffering don’t have an 

easy target to blame. Sometimes we don’t have a person like Naaman who’s trying 

to oppress us. Sometimes bad things just happen to good people and there’s no one 
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to blame. That’s where 2 Timothy comes in. Because when Paul is writing from 

prison, as someone who’s “chained like a criminal” - he’s the one who feels sub-

human. He’s the one who’s being treated unfairly like some kind of wild beast.  

 And from the depths of that situation Paul adjusts his lens of prosperity. 

Because, he says, “the word of God is not chained,” (2Tim. 2.9). That’s his lens for 

prosperity in the midst of any suffering or pain. He says: God’s word is unchained. 

And that “unchained word” is a message about the resurrection of Jesus from the 

dead (2Tim. 2.8). For Paul that message of resurrection allows him to see his 

suffering more clearly.  

 His suffering is real. And it hurts. But through the lens of resurrection, Paul 

can also see that human suffering is never the end. Because the lens of resurrection 

announces to any destructive powers of our world that their time is coming to an 

end. And in the midst of our own suffering we’re invited to become ambassadors 

for new life that began in the resurrection. In the midst of our suffering we’re 

invited to bring the unchained word of resurrection that announces God’s 

faithfulness on the other side of any betrayal; that announces God’s life on the 

other side of any death.  

 For Paul this lens allows him to see his suffering more clearly. From the 

depths of prison (perhaps, on his way to death), resurrection allows him to see 

suffering as the dying gasp of evil itself. Whenever we find ourselves overwhelmed 

by destruction or evil, we’re invited to use the same lens. We’re invited to proclaim 
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the victory of God’s love - and resurrection - in Jesus’ name. 

 Finally, the Gospel of Luke. Luke invites us to readjust our lens of praise. 

The details of our Gospel story are clear enough. 10 Lepers find Jesus and ask to 

be healed. He sends them on their way with as little fanfare as Elisha shows 

Naaman. All 10 are healed. But only 1 stops to pause & give thanks. Only 1 

responds with praise. Of course, the other 9 would’ve been grateful. Of course, the 

other 9 would’ve made their expected offering to God. But only 1 “turned back, 

praising God with a loud voice,” (Lk. 17.15). 

 And that matters. Because we’re so used to a world with reliable lenses for 

our own power or prosperity that we almost never see our lives as a gift of grace. 

We live in this amazing world where we can just buy something or try something 

to make ourselves feel better. But most of us rarely pause to give thanks. And that 

matters. Because until our praise becomes verbal, it’s still too easy to see our lives 

as something less than a gift.  Today we’re invited to pause & to praise God as the 1

giver of all good gifts. 

 If we don’t know where to begin then our Psalm can point the way. The 

psalmist praises God with his whole heart. And he does it 5x by proclaiming God’s 

works: great are the works of the Lord (111.2), full of honor & majesty is God’s 

work (111.3), His reputation is known by his wonderful deeds (111.4), God has 

shown people the power of his works (111.6), the works of God’s hand are faithful 

 Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, 128.1
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& just (111.7).  

 These are the words that define our lives as an act of praise. These are words 

that free us from oppressive power. These are words that unchain us from 

suffering. These are words that invite us to see our entire lives through a lens of 

God’s grace. Because sooner or later we’re all going to face challenges that reduce 

our lives to a fog. Sooner or later we’re all going to need a new lens to see clearly.  

 Today’s Readings offer a lens. They invite us to see power as nearness to 

God. They invites us to see prosperity as the unchained message of resurrection. 

They invite us to see praise as our confession of God’s works. Whenever our lives 

are reduced to a fog of uncertainty, suffering, or pain, today’s Readings invite us to 

see our entire lives through a lens of divine mercy, divine love & divine grace. 

Amen. 


