Frooe Aloca, Wiwmgn, HIVIATAS and
[P m_\aﬁxrg_fém_ edited Srm
Nobeo Fhorl, @m\i\rcﬁ Reddad
&nd JPG(@%@D\?@ .J»\Gw_\wfrrw@(

Aw?rhl_? %ﬁp Uenten VQ\SQﬂoﬂT?\rw.
Aoc3)

Chapter Two

Lessons on Healing from
Naaman (2 Kings 5:1-27):
An African-American
Perspective

Cheryl Barbara Anderson

Introduction

The fact that black people are affected by the HIV/AIDS
pandemic is well known. However, it is not widely recognized
that the black people affected are in the Diaspora as well as
in Africa. Consequently, a perspective from the Diaspora
should be included in a discussion of the impact of HIV/
AIDS on black people. . To serve that purpose, this paper
addresses the HIV/AIDS crisis in the African-American
context and the issues it raises for this black community
and “the black church.”

The basic premise of this paper is that the HIV/AIDS
pandemic presents people of African descent with challenges
that would have been unimaginable just a few decades ago.
In order to deal with this crisis more effectively, the Bible
must be interpreted in new ways in these changed
circumstances. As a result, in this study, the story of the
healing of Naaman, found in 2 Kings 5: 1-27, will be
interpreted from not one but three different hermeneutical
perspectives so that the possible meanings of the text for
the African-American community today can be explored
more fully. :
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Given the importance of the Church in the African-
American community, the Bible must be interpreted with
an awareness of both the theological implications of the
biblical text and the social location of the community within
which the text is read. Until recently, theological
considerations and the context of faith communities were
not factors in scholarly analysis of a text. At an earlier
point in time, analysing a biblical text meant using historical-
critical methods. The interpretive paradigm for historical
criticism privileged the author and the author’s world in
determining a text’s meaning.? Correspondingly, a
distinction was made between exegesis and eisegesis.
Exegesis, drawing meaning out of the text, was good and
dictated “objectivity” on the part of the scholar who merely
sought to draw out the meaning intended by the original
author; eisegesis was bad because, presumably, the scholar
“read into” the text. Eisegesis and its negative connotation
assumed that the interpretive process is tainted if the
scholar’s theological interests or accountability to a
community of faith are taken into account.

In recent decades, those traditional distinctions between
exegesis and eisegesis have been challenged. In the
introduction to his book, The Theological Interpretation of
Scripture, Stephen Fowl mentions that there is now a return
to the understanding that biblical studies should not be
separated from theology or from the life of faith communities
(Fowl:xii-xxx). Similarly, in the first volume of the New

Interpreter’s Bible, published in 1995, there are articles on

“reading the Bible” as women, African-Americans, Native
Americans, and so forth, where the connections between
biblical texts, theology and communities of faith are
expressly made (Keck:150-188). Because these same
connections between Scripture and community will be made
In my analysis of the story of Naaman, found in 2 Kings
5:1-27, my approach in this paper is consistent with this
newer trend in most respects. There is, however, one
significant difference.

Instead of using only one hermeneutical approach, three
different approaches will be utilized to interpret Naaman’s
story. Each hermeneutical approach will be discussed based
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on its conceptualisation of the locus of a text’s meaning.
Specifically, the same text will be examined for meaning
that is located in front of the text (within the faith commumty
today), in the text (a literary analysis) and Jcmw:.bﬂ mﬁ.o text
(redaction and transmission history).®> My contention is Q.Hwﬁ
biblical texts must be fully explored — in new and creative
ways - if we are to receive the guidance we bm.om to rmb&m
the matters before our communities. Engaging a text in
this manner will demonstrate that a text’s meaning changes
not only according to the method used but also mnnoa&.bm
to the hermeneutical understanding with which one begins
to study it. Moreover, we will see that new meanings emerge
as the various interpretations derived from these different
paradigms are put into conversation with one mboﬁ‘.umu.
These meanings, derived from different Wmambmﬂ.ﬁn&
discourses on the same text, are of vital importance if we
are to challenge the Church’s present use H.um Eo.wwgo in
the struggle against HIV/AIDS. The study will .Uo.mu.s with a
brief summary of the biblical text and a Qmmnﬂ@ﬁoﬁ.&. the
interpretive context, the presence of HIV/AIDS in the
African-American community.

The Text: 2 Kings 5:1-27*

Naaman, a successful commander of the Aramean (Syrian)
army, suffered from leprosy.® The amﬂmmu._m had memﬁ a
young girl from Israel during one of their H.m.ﬂm against the
Israelites and the girl now served Naaman’s wife. The young
girl tells Naaman’s wife that there is a prophet E the Hmﬂ.mm.&wm
capital city of Samaria who could cure his ncﬂ&ﬁoﬂ.
Presumably, Naaman’s wife tells her husband about this
prophet. Naaman then goes to the king of Aram and teils
him what the Israelite girl has said. When Naaman Hmmz..ﬂom
for Israel, he has a letter with him that his king is sending
to the king of Israel. Upon receiving the Hmﬁnw.mncuu Naaman,
the Israelite king panics. He mistakenly thinks that he is
being asked in the letter to heal Naaman himself and since
he cannot do that, he is afraid that the Aramean king is
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merely trying to use his failure to act as a reason to declare
war against the Israelites.

. Hmm.ﬁmr the man of God, hears about the Israelite king’s
situation and offers to help. Naaman and his entourage go
to Elisha’s house but Elisha does not come out of his house.
Instead, he sends a messenger to speak with Naaman. The
message is that Naaman should wash in the Jordan river
seven times and his flesh will be restored to normal. Naaman
1s angered by what he considers to be a breech of protocol
— the prophet did not even come out to greet him and
Naaman has been given a task that is ridiculously simple
to do. He is ready to abandon the whole idea but his servants
convince him that, because he would have been willing to
do something difficult, he should be willing to do something
easy. Naaman agrees with his servants, immerses himself
m the Jordan seven times, and his skin is restored, becoming
like that of a young boy.

Naaman returns to Elisha and says to him “Now I know
that there is no God in all the earth except in Israel,” and
he offers presents to Elisha but Elisha refuses to accept
them. Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, resents the fact that Naaman
has not paid for his healing and feels that Elisha has “let
him off too lightly.” When Naaman is on his way back home,
Gehazi catches up with him and, under false pretenses,
obtains silver and clothing from Naaman. Gehazi keeps
the goods for himself. When Elisha questions him about
Emw activities, Gehazi denies that anything has happened.
Elisha disapproves of Gehazi’s actions and punishes Gehazi
by declaring that Naaman’s leprosy will cling to Gehazi and
his descendants forever. At the end of the story, Gehazi’s
skin is leprous, as white as snow.

The Context: HIV/AIDS in the African-American
Community
AIDS is now the leading cause of death for African-

Em&omﬂw between the ages of 25 and 44.5 The Centers
for Disease Control (CDC) provides the following statistics
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on its website, based on data gathered through December
2000, the last year for which statistics are available:

» African-Americans represented only 12% of the
population of the United States but constituted almost
38% of all AIDS cases reported.

» Almost two-thirds (63%) of all women reported with
AIDS were African-American.

» African-American children represented almost two-
thirds (65%j) of all reported pediatric AIDS cases.

> In the year 2000 alone, nearly half of all AIDS cases
reported were among African-Americans.”

Among African-American males, the highest proportion
of reported cases since the epidemic began is found with
men who have sex with males (37%). The second and third
most common exposure categories for African-American
males are injection drug use (34%) and heterosexual activity
(8%6). For African-American females, the largest exposure
category is injection drug use (41%) and heterosexual
contact (38%). The same CDC website identifies 3
interrelated factors as the prevention challenges that face
the African-American community: “the continued health
disparities between economic classes, the challenges related
to controlling substance abuse, and the intersection of
substance abuse with the epidemic of HIV and other sexually
transmitted diseases.”™ Specifically, sharing needles and
trading sex for drugs were mentioned as two of the ways in
which sex partners and their children were put at risk for
HIV/AIDS. The broader context of HIV/AIDS in the African-
American community, however, includes the lack of health
care and education, homelessness, poverty, racism, and
sexism (Cohen:345).

The black church is a significant factor in the life of the
African-American community. There are from 65,000 to
75,000 black churches of various denominations in the
United States and this estimate does not include
independent “storefront churches” that do not belong to
any major denomination.® Similarly, 84% of African
American adults who responded to a national survey
described themselves as religions with 71% reporting that
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they attended church regularly (Cohen: 278).1° For the most
part, however, the black church has failed to respond
aggressively to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The reason cited
most often for this failure is the church’s conservative moral
norms that lead it to oppose needle-exchange programs for
drug users and to condemn homosexuality. One scholar
who has studied the black community’s relative inaction
on the issue of HIV/AIDS sums up well the task ahead:

We must not lose sight of the fundamental obstacle to
the church’s wholehearted response to AIDS: its
m.ﬂrmwmbon to or reliance on a strict Christian code which
views behavior that transmits the virus as immoral and
sinful. Thus, until church leaders are ready to discuss
issues of sexuality, drug use, and UoBommNcmb.q in an
EoEmE.o and transformed discourse, their ability to serve
the entire community as well as to confront, instead of

replicate, dominant ideologies will be severely inhibited
{Cohen: 285).

Lessons Learned in Front of the Text

In this section of the paper, the theological implications of
Naaman’s story are uncovered from the hermeneutical
perspective of “flesh and blood” readers in the contemporary
context - the African-American community as it encounters
the H.E\\b:um., epidemic. From the perspective of the black
community, Naaman'’s story clearly provides a sense of
comfort. It demonstrates that, through God, a condition
that is dreaded and feared can be healed. The parallels
between leprosy in that ancient setting and AIDS in today’s
setting are obvious. Moreover, this healing power was made
available to an Aramean, a non-Israelite. Not only are
Arameans outsiders, they have been the Israelites’ enemy.
In fact, in the very next chapter, 2 Kings Chapter 6, the
Arameans have Samaria, the Israelite capital, under siege.
For African-Americans who have been marginalized and
labelled “Other” by the dominant culture, a story about the

healing of an outsider - even an enemy - is especially
uplifting,
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The story of this healing miracle, however, is problematic
for two different reasons. First, in the context of the AIDS
crisis, it describes a cure at a time when no such cure exists
for individuals living with AIDS. One way to read narratives
about healing miracles is to interpret individual healing in
a different way so that it means spiritual and emotional
wholeness rather than physical healing (Dube 2002)."!
Another way to read these narratives is to direct communal
efforts against the societal ills that accompany and aggravate
the HIV/AIDS crisis: ignorance, poverty, sexism, and
homophobia. From this perspective, “healing” means that,
although an individual cannot be cured, the related social
ills can be cured.

Second, the story has a tendency to tell outsiders that
they should become like those in the dominant culture. In
the beginning of the story, we are told that Naaman is a
successful military leader because “the Lord had given
victory to Aram” (2 King 5:1). God was at work in Naaman
even though Naaman did not know it. In other words, it
describes a universalizing God who can be used to eliminate
any other types of religious and cultural practices. That
underlying message becomes explicit in the story because
after his healing, Naaman goes to Elisha and says to him,
“Now I know that there is no God in all the earth except in
Israel” (2 Kings 5:15). In other words, Namaan abandons
the deity of his culture and adopts that of the Israelites.
For people of African descent who have had to struggle to
maintain distinctive cultural identities and traditions, the
underlying message that there is only one way to worship,
a way that is defined by those who otherwise marginalize
us, should prompt some questioning of the text.

In contemporary settings, postcolonial analysts raise such
questions about the relationship between dominant and
marginalized communities. A postcolonial analysis attempts
to identify those features of the biblical text that contribute
to the cultural and economic imperialism carried out by
the West. Postcolonial analysis identifies particular biblical
passages that have been used by European Christians to
exercise dominion over the world and this passage surely
would be one of them (Dube 1998:118-134). In today’s
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context, the story could be construed to suggest that
outsiders, black people, should be Christian and, once
Christian, they should worship God in the same way that
white people, the dominant group, worships God.
Historically, the West’s evangelistic effort among African
peoples has communicated that message, yet that message
has been resisted as African peoples on the continent and
in the Diaspora have found different ways to express their
spirituality and their lives of faith.

Even though the text clearly has colonizing tendencies,
grounds for resistance are found when the text is placed
within a broader canonical context. For example, any claim
that a particular group is privileged is countered by Jesus’
use of Naaman’s story in Luke 4:27. As the biblical scholar
Walter Brueggemann points out, Jesus referred to the
healing of Naaman when he preached in Nazareth, and in
so doing Jesus recognized (and, parenthetically, we should
recognize, too) that “the healing power of God has no
boundary according to us or to our kind” (Brueggemann
2001:59). Furthermore, it is significant that Naaman was
healed in the narrative before he made the faith affirmation.
Believing in the God of the Israelites was not a precondition
for helping a person in need. Correspondingly, the African-
American community can assert that the dominant culture
must recognize that outsiders to that dominant culture can
participate in God’s healing grace. Given the context of the
AIDS crisis, though, the African-American community also
needs to recognize that the same healing grace is available
to those within the community who are considered to be
outsiders by their own members. In other words, as black
people, we should not be denied healing because we are
different from the dominant group and those within our
group should not be denied healing because they are
different from us because of class, gender, or sexual
orientation.

2 \\\w-yv.‘q‘:m 3
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Lessons Learned in the Text

The most striking feature of Naaman’s healing miracle is
that he had to take a risk and do things that he would not
have done under normal circumstances. In other Souﬂmv
he did not let pride, fear, or prejudice keep him from being
healed. For healing to occur, Naaman had to cross five
different boundaries in order to be healed: age, class, mwﬁ&oﬁ
nationality, and religion. These boundaries are mmmd._hombﬁ
enough, when applied to the present crisis u.b.ﬁpm African-
American community, that detailed attention is warranted
for each one.

Age

Naaman’s healing miracle was set in motion UM a young
Israelite girl whom the Arameans had taken captive during
one of their raids against Israel. To start the healing process,
Naaman, a mighty military officer, had to pay attention to
the words of a young girl, someone whom he would have
ignored ordinarily. After the healing, Naaman’s skin is
described as that of a “young boy” which ﬁmHmtm_m the
description of the Israelite as a “young mu.ﬁu (2 Kings 5:2,
14). In this way, the text makes a connection between two
individuals from opposite social positions. After the healing,
the Syrian commander and the captive Israelite girl are mEm.m.

In today’s setting, Naaman’s recognition of the young mﬁ_
has additional significance. Just as Naaman paid attention

. to this young person, adults in the African-American

community must pay attention to the state of our young
people. As mentioned earlier, nearly gaérﬁmm. of all
pediatric AIDS cases invelve Enmhlbubmﬂnmm.y children.
Similarly, poverty and racism, factors that ooﬂﬁ.—w.ﬂﬂo to the
spread of AIDS, have contributed also to the increased
numbers of African-American children in the foster care
system (Roberts 2002). Clearly, Tm%m in our community
must begin by responding to the plight of our children.
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Gender and class

In the story, Naaman heeded the words of not just one but
two females - the young Israelite gl and his own wife.
Furthermore, he heeded the words of someone from a
different socio-economic class not Jjust once but twice. The
young Israelite girl was a servant in Naaman’s household
and she began his journey toward healing. Then, when he
resented being told to do something simple — immersing
himself in the Jordan - his servants persuaded him to
comply.

Therefore, crossing the boundaries of sexism, the
marginalization of women, and classism, the marginalization
of the poor, also must occur for healing to take place.

In her study of the failure of HIV/AIDS to be identified
as a “black issue” by community leaders, Cathy Cohen found
that there has been the notion of “a shared consciousness
and linked fate” in the African-American community but
that the notion can no longer be maintained. Instead, she
finds that there is a privileging of the concerns of some
segments of the African-American population over others
(Cohen: 10-11). To illustrate her point, she cites the
community support Clarence Thomas received, during his
confirmation hearings in United States Senate, when he
alleged racist treatment and the simultaneous subordination
of Anita Hill’s concerns about gender inequities {Cohen: 12-
13). Similarly, when Cohen analysed coverage on AIDS in
major African-American publications such as Jet, Ebony
and Essence, she found that the articles were framed from
the perspective of middle-class heterosexuals and rarely
mentioned gay men or injection drug-users (Cohen:248).
Given Cohen’s findings, black leadership’s silence on the
issue of AIDS is predictable. That silence results from the
impressions that HIV/AIDS affect the poor, women, drug
addicts and gays - groups that are marginalized within the
community — and whose issues do not dominate public
discussions. Yet, as Naaman learned, healing cannot occur
unless traditional boundaries of gender and class are

ignored and the voices of those we have labelled “Other”
are heard,
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Nationality

Naaman was an Aramean, a Syrian, and a military leader
from whose perspective the Israelites i.oﬁ& have vmmﬂ nﬁp.m
enemy.” Yet, to seek healing, he was SEEM to go into _.&QH
territory. All too often, from the >mﬁomb->9.mﬂnmﬁ
perspective, the dominant white culture, including ﬁWm
medical establishment, is considered to be “the enemy.
The Tuskegee Syphilis Study (1932-1972) - in which four
hundred Southern black men were not told that 9@% had
syphilis and were not treated by public health officials so
that those officials could study the progression of the disease
- has not been forgotten (Townes: 81-106; Cohen: 26). In
a 1990 New York Times survey, referred to by Cohen, nearly
one-third of black New Yorkers believed that it was true or
might be true that the “virus which causes AIDS was
deliberately created in a laboratory in order to infect Emo.w
people” (Cohen: 25-26). Concerning the drug abuse that is
associated with HIV/AIDS, allegations can be Wmmﬁd among
the people that “white people brought drugs into the
communi Cohen: 6).2 .
Given MMW Hm%m\nounmﬁo mistreatment ..um people of African
descent, these suspicions and general mistrust are probably
warranted. The problem is simply that, even if these

" allegations were true, our ability to blame another group

does not absolve us from a responsibility to act m\mmu.b.ﬂ Em
pandemic in as many ways as possible. Such action is
warranted even if it means moving into the foreign and
possibly hostile territory of the enemy - whether that enemy
is of a different nationality, as in the context of the ,U_,U_.Hom_
narrative, or the same nationality (a citizen of the Gwmﬁmg
States) but a different race, as in the context of African-

Americans today.

Religion

When Naaman left Syria to go to Israel, he was venturing
into the land of a people of a different religion as well as a
different nationality. After his healing, Zm.mh.—mb tells Elisha
that he will worship the Israelite god exclusively from then
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on and he asks for two mule-loads of Israelite soil to take
back with him (2 Kings 5:15-17}.1* He then asks Elisha to
pardon him in advance because he knows that, given his
position in Aram, he will have to accompany the king to
worship services in the house of Rimmon, an Aramean god
and, with the king leaning on his arm, he will have to bow
down to that god (2 Kings 5:18). Elisha’s only response to
Naaman is “Go in peace.” Walter Brueggemann notes that
here “the general is given latitude by the prophet to live out
his gratitude and his acknowledgement with whatever
accommodation he must make” (Brueggemann 2001:57).
The lesson provided here is that sometimes healing involves
making “accommodations,” that is, doing things that we
may feel are against our religion.

Experts in the field contend that the HIV/AIDS pandemic
will not be handled adequately until the Church is able to
engage issues of sexuality and homosexuality openly and
honestly. Yet the Church’s official position is to condemn
homosexuality as a sin, which effectively ends any
discussion of the matter. It is said that the Bible itself
dictates the black church’s position. However, that is not a
complete answer because, on the issue of slavery, the black
church has been able to set aside passages that support
the institution and contradict their experience as children
of God.

Kelly Brown Douglas, in her work on sexuality and the
black church, identifies three reasons for the church’s
position (Brown Douglas:1999). One reason mentioned is
an African-American distrust of biblical scholarship by
whites, part of a general “mistrust of white people’s handling
of the Bible,” which makes suspect any scholarly
mnterpretations that homosexuality, as understood today,
is not condemned in the Bible (Brown Douglas:95). Another
reason cited is that homosexuality is perceived to be a threat
to the black community — either because it is associated
with decadence in the white culture or with genocide of the
black race because it is non-reproductive sexuality (Brown
Douglas: 98, 101). Finally, the observation is made that, in
response to racist attacks upon black sexuality historically,
African-Americans have advocated the adoption of white
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family norms that are both patriarchal and heterosexist, in
order to be better accepted by whites (Brown Douglas: Hﬂcv.

Whatever the reason for the black church’s stance against
homosexuality, the issue must be confronted and dealt with
in the midst of the HIV/AIDS crisis. As Naaman learned,
healing may involve accommodating practices that you feel
are against your religion. In describing an older b.HUm
activist, Cohen wrote that gays and lesbians “probably raised
a moral conflict” for her but that “she had decided that for
right now her individual biases and comfort level ﬂ:ﬁ have
to take a back seat if the work is going to get finished”
(Cohen: 4). To some degree, accommodation has occurred
already in churches that have started AIDS-related
ministries on the grounds that a Christian can “love the
sinner but hate the sin” (Cohen: 4-5, 284-285). For t.%o
sake of true healing and wholeness in the community,
though, the issues of sexuality and homosexuality must be
engaged on a deeper level.

Gehazi’s Lesson: The Condemnation of Greed

Not all of the lessons in the text come from Naaman. One
lesson comes from Gehazi, Elisha’s servant. Naaman offered
gifts to Elisha after his healing but Elisha refused to accept
them. Gehazi felt that Naaman had gotten off too lightly
and he planned to get something out of Naaman. So, after

Naaman is on his way back home, Gehazi catches up with

Naaman and tells him that two prophets have arrived and
that some silver and clothing are needed for them. Naaman
graciously gives Gehazi more than he has womsmmﬂm&. When
he returns home, Gehazi stores the items for himself and
lies to Elisha about what he has done. Elisha mn_.EcE.mem
Gehazi for having taken the goods from Naaman.'* Elisha
then punishes Gehazi by giving to Gehazi the leprosy that
had clung to Naaman. :
This passage appears to condemn greed U.momﬁmm Gehazi’s
greed is contrasted with Naaman’s generosity. In the H.nd. /
AIDS context, though, the story has fuller theological
implications. In such a context, the message is that no one






