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TWENTY-EIGHTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 
October 13, 2019 
Reflection by Sister Pat Coughlin, OSB 
2 KGS 5:14-17; 2 TM 2:8-13; LK 17:11-19 

 
When I first looked at the readings for today I was disappointed that the reading from 

Kings was so truncated. It's is such a good companion to the gospel and it's a great story. 

So, I'm going to fill it in. 

  

Naaman the Syrian was a very important person: a war hero who had defeated the Israelites 

in battle, a man esteemed and valued by his king, a man of  great wealth. But none of  these 

things helped him when he developed leprosy. The leprosy we read about in the Bible was 

not Hansen's disease; It was a flaky, scaly condition that appeared on skin, clothes, and walls. 

It was repulsive, dirty, and, more importantly, made a person ritually impure and forbidden 

to take part in community life 

 

Naaman was helpless to heal himself, but help came from an unlikely source. A young 

Israelite slave girl, most likely captured in the battle Naaman won, told his wife that the 

great Samaritan prophet Elisha could cure him. And Naaman heeded her enough to journey 

to the prophet's door. 

 

So Naaman showed up at Elisha's door with his retinue of  horses and chariots as well as 

1,000 pounds of  silver, 150 pounds of  gold and 10 festive suits.  Elisha didn't even come 

out to greet him; he merely sent a message that Naaman should wash in the Jordan River, 

seven times.  Naaman, the great man was, of  course, insulted by Elisha's lack of  

hospitality and by the simplicity of  the suggested cure and turns around to leave.  But 

once again the slaves come to the rescue.  They convince Naaman to do what Elisha 

directed.  And that is the point at which this morning's reading, telling of  Naaman's 

conversion, begins. 
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Naaman was an important man, but he had the grace and humility to go to a foreign land, a 

place where he did not belong and was probably not liked. He listened to the voices of  the 

slaves, expendable people on the edges of  society. His disease made him marginal too. So, 

he went down to the Jordan and bathed, and his flesh became like that of  a little child.  

 

Our gospel passage gives us another meditation on the spiritual meaning of  being on the 

edges. This story takes place during Jesus journey to Jerusalem, as he and his disciples make 

their way along the boundary between Galilee and Samaria, on the edge of  both lands. The 

Samaritan is the only marginated figure.  Actually, he's doubly marginated-as a leper and as 

a foreigner.  He's not constrained by the religious and cultural expectations of  the Jews.  

On top of  that he couldn't have complied with the rule that he show himself  to the priests 

because he would have not been allowed in the synagogue to become documented as 

acceptable. 

 

And so he turns back to Jesus.  Maybe he realized what Naaman did not-that a sacred 

space is not necessarily a patch of  soil or a building. That it is found in the life and example 

of  Jesus who was always pushing the boundaries.  "The central meaning of  Jesus' ministry 

is bound up with the fact that he sought the company of  people who, for one reason or 

another, were forced  to live on the fringe of 

society." (Gerald Derring, SJ)  As Christians we are called to do the same. 

 

Yet, there is a grace in being marginated. Several anthropologists have discovered a theme in 

traditional societies.  People who are passing from one social identity to another; girl to 

woman; boy to man; unmarried to married; women becoming mothers; are banished to the 

margins of  the group. Nobody, except for a few designated individuals, speaks to them or 

goes near them. They undergo rites of  passage and return to the bigger group with a new 
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social identity.  Then the people know how to deal with them. The roots of  this practice 

lie deep in human nature. We don't know what to do with or how to interact with people 

who don't fit into our social categories. In one sense they are nobodies; in another they are 

dangerous strangers.   

 

The grace in this is that people on the margins, whether permanently or temporarily, can 

see things about a society that people living inside the boundaries of  social expectations 

can't.  Many white people can't see themselves as privileged. Many who have had the 

privilege of  higher education can't understand the political views of  less fortunate.   In 

traditional groups those undergoing a passage are seen as being especially in touch with the 

spirit world. We could look at St. Benedict in this way.  He broke out of  the expectations 

of  his culture and withdrew to a setting where he could be more open to the Spirit of  God. 

Then he followed the call to invite others to do the same. 

 

The Samaritan leper's lack of  status let him see and hear what his nine companions missed. 

Like Naaman who was humble enough to listen to the nobodies, free to see beyond the 

boundaries that so many forces in our culture put around our awareness, our creativity and 

our ability to listen to the Spirit.  He is Luke's commentary on discipleship, a commentary 

well worth our contemplation. Can we  listen to the dangerous strangers among us and 

within us who might just be the voices of  the Spirit leading us to true discipleship. 

            

Pat Coughlin, OSB, D.Min 

 

            


