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This morning I want to tell you a story about a man named Norman.  
Norman was the foreman of a very large cattle ranch north of Lake Okeechobee back in the 
1890’s.  
 
He was a large, strapping man, about six foot four, and grew up as a Florida cracker on the 
grasslands north of the lake.  The cowboys who worked for him found him to be a good boss, 
fair but moody. 
 
So it happened that one Friday night Norman was hanging out at the saloon with his crew when 
he got into a conversation with one of the barmaids. Say, Norm, she said, how come you’re 
looking so down tonight? You need a little company? 
 
Company?, he replied.  No one wants to keep me company. Just look at the side of my face, all 
red and scaly and chapped up. It’s like I got a disease or something. Better just leave me alone. 
 
Well, she said, I think you look alright; but just so you know, where I come from there’s a 
swamp man named Eli. He knows how to cure all kinds of things. He’s even done some miracles 
from what I hear. You should go see him. He lives down in Naples, a little fishing village on the 
coast.  I’ll bet he could help you.  
 
Later on that night Norman gave it some thought, and the next day he went to his boss and 
asked if he could take some time.   His boss said, Hey, I know the mayor of that little village. I’ll 
write him a letter so he’ll know who you are. And take some of the boys with you. 
 
The next day Norman and his boys got on their horses and traveled the hundred miles down to 
Naples. When they got there, he found the major of the town, gave him the letter, and told him 
how he came down to see what could be done for his face. The mayor was sympathetic but 
realistic. We’re just a bunch of fishermen. Nothing we can do to help you. But you could try Eli. 
He lives out in the swamp. I’ll send someone to fetch him. He may come in tomorrow or maybe 
in a week. You never know.  
 
Well, the next day the mayor’s messenger returned. I found Eli, he said. He told me to tell Mr. 
Norman to head on down to Haldeman Creek. When he gets there he’s supposed to dunk 
himself in the water seven times. Then he can go home. 
 
Now, as you imagine, Norman wasn’t too happy with this news. I came a hundred miles down 
here to Naples to see Eli, and all I get is a message to go jump in a creek? I could have stayed at 
home and jumped in Lake Okeechobee for all the good it would have done.  The least that 
swamp fella could have done is to give me some special swamp potion or something. I’m not 
going, and I’m not dunkin’.  



 
Listen, said his cowboys, we come all this way, and it’s a long way home. We know you’re 
upset, but if this Eli character told you to catch seven gators to get cured, you’d a done it, right? 
So why not just do the simple thing he suggested. If it doesn’t work, you’re no worse off than 
before.  
 
Grumbling all the way down to the creek, Norman, got there, took off his clothes, and dunked 
himself seven times in the water. And when he came out the last time, his cowboy crew 
couldn’t believe it. Norman, that stuff on your face is gone! Your face looks as clean as the day 
you were born!  
 
So the story goes that Norman finally found Eli out in the swamp, and wanted to thank him. But 
Eli refused; said he didn’t need any thanks. And Norman and his boys went home, giving thanks 
to God. 
 
Now, what I just told you is story specially fashioned to mirror the story in the Bible that 
happens to be the Old Testament lesson for today, in the second book of Kings, chapter 5: the 
story of Elisha and Naaman. It’s the same story, just told with different details and in a different 
time. The story of Elisha and Naaman, and the story of Norman and Eli, are stories meant for 
teaching and instruction. So what is the lesson?  
 
The lesson is that sometimes the healing we need comes from God with a few simple 
suggestions.  
 
Think about both Naaman and Norman. They had a skin condition, a disease, that caused them 
pain – both physical and emotional.  And while they were both willing to go a long way to find 
relief, they had a preconceived notion about how that healing was going to take place. As for 
Norman, he was sure that this Eli character would appear, and say some magic words, and give 
him some potion from the swamp, and that maybe, eventually, his disease would go away. 
That’s what he assumed. 
 
So he was angry and resentful and resistant when Eli simply sent him a message to go and dunk 
himself seven times in the river, just like Elisha told Naaman to do in the river Jordan. But 
somehow, in his mind, it just wasn’t complicated or elaborate enough for Norman. He wanted 
something magical, something spectacular. Thankfully his friends talked him into taking that 
simple suggestion, and it worked.  
 
 
 
I don’t know about you, but there has been more than one time in my life when I’ve asked God 
to help me with something important. And I’ve been disappointed and resentful when the 
divine intervention I wanted didn’t seem to materialize the way I thought it should. I wanted 
God’s help my way. And when God sent a messenger into my life to suggest a few simple 
solutions, it wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Thankfully, the pain became enough to make me 



humble myself and to accept those simple suggestions: then the healing I needed started to 
happen.  
 
Once in a while God uses people -  like you -  and me  - to be a messenger for someone else, 
bringing a simple suggestion to a family member or a friend who is hurting. When that happens 
we try to remember what the apostle Paul wrote to the churches in Galatia: If anyone has a 
problem and comes to you, you should restore that person in a spirit of gentleness. Watch out 
so you’re not tempted to think of yourself more highly than you should, but bear one another’s 
burdens in love. Sometimes that love is just a simple suggestion delivered with gentle 
understanding and trust that God is going to take care of things. 
 
Today is one of those Sundays when we gather to share holy communion. We know that a long 
time ago, Jesus gave his beloved disciples a simple suggestion: Every time you get together to 
share a meal, to break bread, and to lift the cup, remember me. A simple suggestion. But the 
suggestion isn’t to remember Bible verses or communion traditions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It has to do with remembering a time or two in life when Jesus was there for us; a time in life 
when God rescued us from our brilliant mistakes and forgave us for our hurtful choices; a time 
when the voice of the Holy Spirit encouraged us to move beyond our selfishness, to do 
something good for someone without needing anything in return.  
 
 Maybe it would do me some good to dunk myself seven times in a river somewhere, but that’s 
not what God wants.  As we receive the bread and the cup today, if we can quiet our hearts and 
minds to remember a time or two in our lives that God’s love was there for us, (or there 
through us for someone else) and be thankful, then the healing has begun. We may think we 
need some of that swamp potion. But no swamp potion required. 


