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“I Love that Dirty Water!”

June 22, 2025 2nd Sunday after Pentecost Text: 2 Kings 5: 1-14

Reed Baer West Parish of Barnstable


Way back in 1981, during the summer between my second and third years of law school, I fell in love – with the City of Boston. And so it was that upon graduation I left Philadelphia, where I had been brought up, and to which I had returned for three years of law school, and moved to Boston, to an apartment on the flat of Beacon Hill, just a few doors down from where former Mayor Kevin White lived. Each day I would walk across the Common to work, each evening walk back through the winding streets laid out by cows long ago. On nice summer evenings I would head over to Community Boating for a sail on the Charles River. It was important back then not to fall into the Charles – stories abounded about the water being so dirty that if you fell in you would need a hepatitis shot! 


On occasion my roommates and I would go out to a bar or a party, and there the strangest thing would happen. A particular song would come over the speakers, and immediately everyone would start joyfully singing and dancing. I won’t sing it, but the lyrics went something like this: “These little town blues, are leaving today, I’m making a brand new start of it, in old New York. If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere, its up to you, New York, New York!”

My friends and I found this to be incomprehensible. Here we were, in Boston, the Hub of the Universe, the home of the Yankee-hating Red Sox, and people were mindlessly parroting this triumphalist hymn to Gotham City!   “New York, New York” is a song that celebrates personal ambition and individual achievement, a song that gives the verbal back of the hand to community and all the things that makes a smaller city like Boston great. Incomprehensible.


Our song, the one that got my friends and I up out of our chairs, was the quintessential Boston song. It is everything “New York, New York” is not. If New York is a city that never sleeps at night, where bond traders power-lunch at The Russian Tea Room, where the young and the beautiful line up behind velvet ropes to beg admittance to the “best” discos,  Boston is … well, listen to some of the lyrics. “Down by the river, down by the banks of the river Charles, that’s where you’ll find me, along with lovers, muggers, and thieves. Don’t you know I love that dirty water – oh, Boston you’re my home!”

Nothing pretentious here, no sense of superiority; if “New York, New York” aimed for the top of the World Trade Towers, “Dirty Water” settled quite happily for the banks of a muddy river; if the one celebrates rising above the crowd, the other celebrates a common humanity with lovers, muggers and thieves.


Now I am sure, that just as we found “New York, New York” to be incomprehensible, so most New Yorkers found “Dirty Water” by the Standalls to be equally so.


I think it was much the same for General Naaman long ago. At the climax of the story, this mighty general from the big city is told to bathe in backwaters of the muddy Jordan River – for him, an ancient version of the Charles River. And this eminent nabob rebels against lowering himself into that dirty water – he is a member of the finest spas back at home, thank you very little. But I am getting ahead of myself.


You recall the story. Naaman is a rich and powerful warrior, the commander of the mightiest army of the time, just victorious in battle. Think General Schwartzkopf at the end of Desert Storm. He is wealthy beyond measure – think Jeff Bezos. He lives in a palace in the city, Damascus, that ruled the surrounding world – think Washington, D.C., or, better, Mar L Lago. He is in favor with his king – think J. D. Vance. And he is no friend of the people of Israel – in fact, his country had been victorious in battle over the Israelites. Naaman has everything going for him, it seems – power, wealth, connections. But he has this one tiny problem – he is afflicted with leprosy, a skin disease that disfigured and tormented him, that made him a social outcast. And although he hires the best medical help money can buy, Naaman can find no relief.


Until one day help comes from the unlikeliest of sources. A young girl, taken captive during a raid on Israel, serves Naaman’s wife. For an unstated reason, this slave girl speaks to her mistress, Naaman’s wife, and suggests that Naaman go to Israel to see the prophet who might cure him. And next thing you know Naaman, ready to try anything to get rid of this tormenting illness, heads off to Israel.


But Naaman is a man of wealth and power and above all, pride, and so instead of seeking out the prophet Elisha, he goes straight to the top, to the king of Israel. The king thinks it is a set-up, for he cannot cure Naaman, and he thinks that Naaman will respond by killing him. Enter Elisha, sending a note to the king that Naaman should be sent to him. So there goes Naaman, leaping onto this chariot, pulling up outside Elisha’s house with his cavalry troop in tow, waiting for Elisha to come running out to greet him. To bow down to him. To perform some amazing bit of flamboyant magic that would cure Naaman as he stood there in that chariot.


Elisha does nothing of the kind. He sends out a messenger: “Go, wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored and you shall be clean.” Naaman is outraged and turns to go – in a pout he rants, “I thought for me he would surely come out, and stand and call on the name of the Lord his God, and he would wave his hand over the spot, and cure the leprosy! Are not …the rivers of Damascus better than all the waters of Israel?”


Naaman is not so very hard to understand, is he? Oh, I know that we are not exactly in his shoes – we do not have his wealth and power and connections. But compared to the rest of the world – maybe we do. We have the trappings of power and privilege – we have the car, cell phones, computers, televisions, bank accounts, housing, access to medical care, all that stuff that is meant to secure our lives. We surround ourselves with stuff that we fool ourselves into thinking will protect us. 
Until we find out that it cannot – that it cannot protect us from falling into an addiction to alcohol; that it won’t stave off a cancer or heart disease; that it won’t keep at bay those demons that torment us in the night, the regret of past wrong-doing, the inability to do the right thing today. 
For much though we have, like Naaman, we still have the need to be healed. 
Money was not the answer for Naaman – and it is not the answer for us, it won’t cure us, and while we intuit that having more money would be a good thing, money can bring with it its own set of problems. 
Technology is not the answer – for all its wonders, technology has yet to heal a sorrowing soul. 
Knowledge is not the answer – we are the best educated we have been in the history of our nation, and yet who would deny that we are more in need of healing than ever?


Like Naaman, we rely on our self and our stuff to heal us. The last thing we want to do is get out of that chariot and leave that power and prestige and wade into that dirty water. 
The last thing we want to do is what we have to do if the healing is to come – acknowledge our vulnerability, our inability to be in charge – and open ourselves to a grace and power beyond our own.


And like Naaman, even when we think we are ready to open ourselves to a grace and power beyond our selves, we want it on our terms. Like Naaman, we want the holy miracle worker to come to us and wave a flashy wand and make everything okay just like that.  
But what we really need to do is listen to the voice we usually shut-out, to pay attention to the quirky word from the margins. The servant girl in the house. The servants who feed and care for Naaman’s chargers, who come to him as he is ready to ride away from the cure, and convince him to give that dirty water a try. The folk, in short, down by the banks of the river – lovers, muggers and thieves.


You likely have short list of folk from whom you might accept some advice, when you are ready to hear it. Maybe your pastor is on that list; maybe a trusted friend; maybe even a parent. But maybe the voice you need to be listening for is the one you least want to credit – the child who wants to know why you drink so much, the co-worker who reacts to your anger on the job, the migrant who fled poverty and crime to come to the greatest country in the world in pursuit of the American dream, the panhandler whose eyes will tell you, if you allow yourself to look, that he and you are not so very different, that in different circumstances you might have traded places. 


And then maybe, like Naaman, you need to simply surrender and submit to God’s will. Surrender does not mean to give up. Giving up is lying down and believing there is no hope. Surrendering is going forward not knowing what lies ahead, and yet trusting that God leads the way, that God’s will be done.


We find this hard to do. Annie Lamott, author of Travelling Mercies, writes of her own coming to faith. A child of privilege, she grew up in a family that taught her to help others – not to receive help. But in time she discovered that she indeed needed help. Drug and alcohol abuse were destroying her, she was unable to make relationships work. While she had no religious background – indeed, just the opposite – she found herself drawn to church, to faith, to God. A prospect which she found appalling. She writes:

I thought about my life and my brilliant hilarious progressive friends, I thought about what everyone would think of me if I became a Christian, and it seemed an utterly impossible thing that simply could not be allowed to happen. I turned to the wall and said out loud, “I would rather die.”

…One week later, when I went back to church, I was so hungover that I couldn’t stand up for the songs, and this time I stayed for the sermon, which I just thought was so ridiculous, like someone trying to convince me of extraterrestrials, but the last song was so deep and raw and pure that I could not escape. It was as if the people were singing in between the notes, weeping and joyful at the same time, and I felt their voices or something was rocking me in its bosom, holding me like a scared kid, and I opened up to the feeling – and it washed over me.” (Annie Lamott, Travelling Mercies [New York: Pantheon Books, 1999], pp.49-50).


For Annie Lamott, it was an end and a beginning. It was an end to life on her own, it was an end of a life of self-destructive behaviors. It was the beginning of a new life with her God, a new healing, and new relationship with a community that held her and pushed her and nurtured her. “It washed over me”, she said – letting go, dropping into that dirty water, she found healing.

Last Saturday the water washed over one of our own, as we baptized Chance Teague, all of three years old. Baptism also is an end and a beginning. You see, we are never done with our need to go down to the river, to drop to our knees in those healing waters. Baptism does not cure us from that need – but maybe it makes it a bit easier for us to give into it. 
Maybe having had those waters wash over once, and hearing that God loves us and claims us before we do anything to deserve that love, maybe that makes it a might easier the next time we need healing for us to set aside our own agendas, to down-size the pride that holds us back, to summon the courage to surrender and let God be God. 
And then to go down to that river where God’s love is poured out for you. And wade on in. And then rise, like Naaman, restored to new life. 
Ready to proclaim, “I love that dirty water!” Amen.
