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 It’s hard to know exactly what to do what our story about Naaman.  Can we relate 

to him?  Can we relate to someone who is so powerful?  Who has servants and resources 

at his disposal to deal with as he wishes?  Who is so well-connected?  Who … [pull out 

phone and pretend to have a call from Bill Gates].  But perhaps we can relate to Naaman 

a bit better if we think of him as “poor”.  Not poor in the sense of wealth of course.  Not 

poor in the sense of his authority.  But poor in that he just does not recognize a good 

opportunity when he sees one.  He claims that he wants to be healed of his leprosy, but is 

then disappointed because he doesn’t like the solution. 

 Think of the last time any of us saw our doctor because of an important problem, 

and how delighted we would have been to hear that a simple solution - like a single pill - 

would solve our problems.  We’d love a “cure” like that.  We don’t want to hear 

complicated.  We don’t want to hear that we have to exercise, or change our diet, or 

modify our lifestyle or anything like that.  I imagine we would all love to hear that we 

could solve our biggest problem by jumping into a river.  

 Why was Naaman so upset to think that his problem had a simple solution?  I 

imagine we each have our own answer to that question.  But before we discuss that, I’m 

reminded of a story - about toothpaste.  The story goes that a toothpaste manufacturer had 

a problem.  Their toothpaste was packaged in plastic tubes, but for marketing and 

shipping reasons, the cylindrical plastic tubes are put into rectangular cardboard boxes.  

The problem was that occasionally, boxes would leave a factory empty.  A carton of 144 

boxes of toothpaste might contain 144 boxes but only 143 tubes of toothpaste. 

 Clearly, this problem would impact on the image of the company, so the CEO of 

the toothpaste factory got the top people in the company together to solve the problem.  

They started a new project, and hired an external engineering company to solve the 

“empty box” problem, since their own engineering department was already too stretched 

to take on extra work. 
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 Six months and $8 million later, the company had a fantastic solution to the 

problem - on time, on budget, high quality work.  The solution involved using high-tech 

precision scales that would weight the boxes as they came down the assembly line.  If a 

box was lighter than it should be, the line would stop, a bell would sound and lights 

would flash.  A worker would then walk over to the scale, remove the empty box, and 

press a button to restart the line.  The solution - although expensive - was simple and 

effective. 

 A few months later the CEO decided to check on the results of the project.  And 

the results were amazing.  Not a single box was ever shipped out of the factory empty 

after the solution was put into place.  What a fantastic project.  It was money well spent. 

 But when the CEO looked a bit closer at the statistics, it appeared that when the 

new system was first installed, about one dozen empty boxes per day were discovered 

and removed.  After three weeks, however, the number of empty boxes suddenly dropped 

to zero.  The system no longer detected empty boxes because there were none to detect. 

 Puzzled by this, the CEO toured the factory, and was interested to see the new 

scales at work.  On the line a few feet before the new scale was a simple $20 desk fan - 

not part of the original project - which simply blew the empty boxes into a bin ahead of 

the scale.  The CEO asked a worker where the fan had come from.  The response was, 

“Oh - one of the guys put it there because he was tired of walking over every time the 

bell rang.” 

 So what’s the better solution?  An $8 million scale or a $20 fan?  But remember 

that no one thought of the fan until after the scale was installed. 

 I’ve met a lot of people.  And I have observed that many people do not like simple 

solutions to their problems.  There are many different reasons of course, because we are 

all individuals.  One common reason - surprisingly -  is that sometimes, we don’t want to 

solve our problems at all.  When we hold on to problems for a long time, those problems 

can become part of our own identity, part of our day-to-day living.  Problems can actually 

become something we cling on to.  And, some people just like to have things to complain 

about.  Sometimes, we prefer problems to their solutions. 

 I’ve heard many people tell me that they don’t like simple solutions because 
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accepting a simple solution to a problem you have held on to for a long time suggests that 

you should have solved your problem a long time ago - but didn’t.  In other words, you 

failed.  When a simple solution to a problem works, it’s very natural for us to feel as if we 

have failed by not finding the solution sooner.  That’s a bit ridiculous really, but we are 

human beings after all. 

 Sometimes, we don’t solve problems very well because we confuse a symptom 

with a problem.  It’s any easy mistake to make.  Many times, symptoms do appear to be 

problems.  But while solving a problem will get rid of symptoms, getting rid of 

symptoms won’t get rid of problems.  We seem to be wired by our own nature to obsess 

on symptoms instead of actually solving problems.  It can be hard to even see the real 

problems.  G.K Chesterton once wrote “It isn’t that [we] can’t see the solution.  It is that 

[we] can’t see the problem”.   

 Another reason we don’t deal with problems is because it takes effort.  Solving 

problems often involves changing what we do and exploring new - but unfamiliar - paths.  

As Carl Jung said, “When we must deal with problems, we resist trying the way that 

leads through obscurity and darkness.  We wish to hear only the unequivocal results, and 

we forget that these results can only be achieved when we venture into - and emerge 

again from - the darkness of uncertainty and confusion”. 

 Does all this sound a bit over-stated?  Perhaps it is.  But I believe many of our 

own problems are over-stated too.  Is life really that complicated anyway?  For example.  

If you are missing someone, call them up.  If you want to meet with a friend, invite them.  

If you want to be understood better, explain yourself.  If you want to know something, 

ask.  If you don’t like something, tell someone who can make a difference.  If you want 

something, ask for it.  If you want to have a friend, be a friend.  It’s not that complicated. 

 You might be wondering why we are discussing “problems” at all.  We don’t have 

any problems here, do we?    

 Well, sure we do.  Most of us here are adults - and all adults have problems.  And 

as a congregation - as Martin Grove United Church - do we have problems?  Of course 

we do.  From time to time I hear people rumbling about various things that could be 

improved here.  All churches have problems of course.  The difference between churches 
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is whether or not they are willing to talk openly and honestly about these problems, or 

whether they let problems fester. 

 Some of our “problems” are in fact symptoms.  Our church is not what it was 20 

years ago in terms of energy and abilities.  And the broader church has lots almost all of 

the social status we once had - a fact that was highlighted when I participated in a 

community round-table meeting this week on gun violence in our communities. 

 But some of our problems can take advantage of simple solutions.  What would it 

mean to embrace our present situation and to accept it simply as who we now are?  What 

would it mean to accept and adopt our current reality as consistent with the vision or how 

we are - and who we are - to be?  What would it mean to simply accept that we have been 

faithful to God, and that we are still being faithful to God - as we are!  And to move 

forward from there - sorry - I mean to move forward from here! 

 Are we - like Naaman - still looking for complicated “cures” to our problems?  

Are we waiting for a solution that seems “good enough” to us and takes no effort?  Are 

we willing to follow and work with a simple solution?  Are we holding back, waiting for 

a solution on our terms?  Or are we willing to accept the healing and the gift of each other 

in this time and place.  Are we willing to fully embrace the moment - this moment? 

 This moment, and this place, are already a gift from God. 

I will close with the Stewardship Prayer (Archdiocese of Rochester): 

 My church is composed of people like me.  I help make it what it is. It will be 

friendly, if I am.  Its pews will be filled, if I help fill them.  It will do great work, if I 

work.  It will make generous gifts to many causes, if I am a generous giver.  It will bring 

other people into its worship and fellowship, if I invite and bring them.  It will be a 

church of loyalty and love, of fearlessness and faith, and a church with a noble spirit, if I, 

who make it what it is, am filled with these same things.  Therefore, with the help of God, 

I shall dedicate myself to the task of being all the things that I want my church to be.  

 Amen
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