
TEXT:  II  Kings 5:1-15c       October 13, 2019 

THE AMANA, THE PHARPAR AND THE CALOOSAHATCHEE 

Last month my wife Linda and I spent a week of our vacation in the mountains of northern 
Georgia.  We were very near the little town of Helen, Georgia.  Fifty years ago,Helen was in a 
state of steep decline, when an enterprising soul came along and said, “Let’s turn Helen into a 
GermanAlpine Village--tourists will like that.”  And so, they did.  The created various facades 
which looked like something right out of Universal Studios’ idea of a little town in Bavaria.  
Restaurants began serving bratwurst and weinerschnitzle.  Waiters wore lederhosen.  They 
even started their very own Octoberfest, which now runs for most of September and all of 
October, complete with polka bands and imported German beers.  And it worked.  The little 
town was saved.  And the tourists flocked in. 

Helen is getting a bit tired, these days, and is showing its age, but still there are a number of 
things to do there, including tubing down the Chattahoochee River, which runs right through 
the center of town.  It looked like fun to me, and with a little bit of persuasion, Linda agreed 
to give it a try.   

Every day we were there was hot and sunny and dry.  Except the day we chose to go tubing.  
It was rather dank and dark.  There was even a spritz or two of rain right before we pulled up 
to the tubing place.  But we decided to go for it anyway. 

We paid our money, including an extra five dollars for the recommendedfive-foot pole.  WE 
should have taken that as a sign, but we forged ahead, picking out two big plastic tubes--one 
pink, one green--and loading them into a trailer hitched to a bus that took us about a mile 
away, and then let us off to enter the river and begin our journey.  Our slow journey.  Our 
very slow journey.  The water was very low, and we were constantly getting hung up on 
rocks--hence the need for the five-dollar pole.  Eventually, tired and sore, we arrived at our 
journey’s end, swearing to never tube again in the fall.  OK, maybe just plain swearing a bit! 

I don’t know the history of the Chattahoochee River, but rivers in general have provided far 
more for human beings over the centuries than mere entertainment.  They have been key to 
transportation, to providing water for bathing, cooking and far more.  They have played key 
roles in religious rituals like baptism.  They have served as a power source for electrical 
facilities.  They have been spawning grounds for salmon.  They have even been places of 
healing, as in our story from Second Kings. 

One of the great powers of the ancient world in the eighth century BCE was known as Aram, 
today we call it Syria.  Aram lay to the north of Israel, and in a time before our story, it had 
been victorious in a battle at Ramoth-Gilead with Israel.  The general who had led the 



Aramean troops was named Naaman, a strong leader.  But there was a catch.  “Though a 
mighty warrior,” the text tells us, “[Naaman} suffered from leprosy.”  (II Kings, 5:1b)  Most 
scholars believe the Hebrew word translated here as leprosy, actually is a more generic term 
referring to debilitating skin diseases in general, not Hansen’s disease.  Perhaps a severe case 
of psoriasis.  Back then, of course, there was no medication which could help.  Not even one 
with a thousand side effects and all those warnings: “Don’t take this medication if you are 
pregnant, or using MAOI inhibitors, or if you are allergic to this medicine.”  Huh?  I never 
could figure that one out.  Whatever the case, no medications, and so it was that Naaman 
was sorely afflicted. 

It was customary in those days for a conquering army to take captives, women and children 
as well as men, and enslave them.  At the battle of Ramoth-Gilead a young Israelite girl had 
been taken who became a slave serving Naaman’s wife.  Somewhere, somehow, this 
unnamed young woman, had heard about a great prophet in Israel named Elisha, and his 
miraculous powers.  Seeing Naaman suffering from his disease, she tells his wife about Elisha.  
Maybe, she says, maybe he can heal the General. 

The wife tells Naaman, Naaman likes the idea and goes to the king of Aram to secure his 
permission--after all he’s going to be asking a favor of a foreigner and needs royal permission 
before doing so.  The king likes the idea--he needs Naaman more than the Pittsburg Steelers 
need their injured quarterbacks.  So, he writes a letter of introduction, asking the King of 
Israel to facilitate the matter.  He even sends along some gold and fine textiles to grease the 
wheels.  The king of Israel receives the letter, which leaves him quaking in his boots.  It looks 
like a no-win situation!  If he says no, he won’t arrange for a visit with Elisha the king of Aram 
will be furious.  If he says yes, and Elisha fails and Naaman continues to be covered with scaly 
skin, the Arameans will have an excuse to attack.  True, if he is cured it might bode well for 
relations with Israel’s powerful enemy to the north, but, what if?  In frustration he tears at 
his hair and rips his clothing--an ancient symbol of despair. 

Somehow word gets to Elisha that the king is in such a state.  He sends a message to the 
palace.  Go ahead, your highness, send over the General.  It will give me a chance to show off 
my stuff and prove that our God is truly all powerful.   

The king breathes a sigh of relief, and then gives Naaman directions.  Naaman hitches up the 
chariot, and with his retinue in tow, makes his way to Elisha’s humble abode.  He stops at the 
entrance and before he can even unbuckle his seatbelt Elisha sends out a messenger.  “Go 
down to the Jordan River, wash seven times, and voila!  Your skin will be as soft and smooth 
as a baby’s bottom.” 



Naaman is appalled.  Hey, I’m an important General.  Couldn’t this guy at least come out and 
tell my himself!  Maybe wave his magic wand and bring on the cure?  And the Jordan?  The 
dinky little Jordan? Holy mackerel, if I knew he was just going to have me take a dip, I could 
have stepped into the mighty Amana River just north of my hometown of Damascus--or the 
Pharpar to the south of the city.  But the Jordan?  Parts of it get so low in the dry season you 
can’t even go tubing on it! 

But once again some nameless characters step in and help along the pending miracle.  
“General, we don’t mean to be rude or anything, and the decision of course is yours, but if 
the prophet had told you to do something really difficult, you’d have done it, right?  So why 
not just do what he suggests.” 

Naaman shrugs his shoulders.  OK boys, he says, let’s give it a whirl.  So, they go down to the 
river, he dips in and out seven times, and low and behold, his skin looks like he’d rubbed I 
with a dozen tubes of Clearasil!  It’s smooth, it’s free of scales.  It doesn’t even itch!  He goes 
back to Elisha, thanks him, and declares that he’s now a believer in the Holy One of Israel.  All 
because of seven dips in the river. The healing Jordan River. 

As I thought about this story, and the central role the Jordan plays in it, I realized that while 
rivers can be a powerful part of our lives, even serve as sources of healing, sometimes it’s the 
river itself that needs to be healed.  Not because they have contracted some rare disease, but 
rather because of all the pollutants we have poured into them.  Such is the case with our own 
Caloosahatchee.Over the centuries rivers have tended to so many needs of human beings, 
now it is time, past time, to tend to theirs.  And the river nearest and dearest to us is the 
Caloosahatchee. 

The Conservancy of South West Florida depicts the Caloosahatchee as a sacrificial conduit“for 

the polluted waters held in Lake Okeechobee. That nutrient pollution is responsible for the 

toxic green algae slime that has closed beaches and water treatment plants, put human 

health at risk, devastated native fish and wildlife and severely impacted our tourist industry.” 

(www.conservancy.org)It was even listed at one time among the ten most endangered rivers 

in America.Beyond the problems created by the releases from Lake Okeechobee, the runoff 

from nitrate fertilizers all along its banks also contribute to its polluted state.    

Following last summer’s devastating red tide problems, FGCU conducted a study.  Dr. William 

Mitsch noted that the findings showed that red tide on our coastline is fed and exacerbated 

by nitrate fertilizer.   And the highest nitrate readings came from the Caloosahatchee River.  



We can all pay attention to how fertilizers are used on our properties.  We can all support 

candidates for public office who will make protection of our rivers, indeed of the 

environment as a whole, a true priority.  We can write letters. We can support frontline 

organizations like SCCF and the Conservancy of Southwest Florida with our dollars and out 

volunteer efforts.  There are so many ways we can help.  And we must.  For the sake of the 

rivers, and for our own sakes as well.  So that future generations can not only go tubing or 

kayaking or paddle boarding, but also so that they can benefit from the healing effects of 

good, clean water. As an ad I saw recently noted, “We need water.  Water needs us.”  For 

whether it is the Jordan, or the Amana, or the Chattahoochee, or the Pharpar or even, 

perhaps especially, our own Caloosahatchee, our rivers deserve our attention, our care, and 

our willingness to heal them, to preserve them, to protect them. 

Amen 

John H Danner 

 

 

 

 

 

 


