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I want you to cast your mind back to that history lesson when you learnt about King Henry II of 
England.  One of the most memorable things about Henry II is the extraordinary relationship that 
he had with Thomas Becket.  Becket was Henry’s right hand man, a close confidante, his prime 
minister.  Then, in a political manoeuvre to try and control the church, Henry nominated him as 
the Archbishop of Canterbury.  But against all Henry’s plans and dreams, Becket turned into 
Henry’s most awkward and truculent opponent.  Eventually Henry completely lost his temper with 
Becket and uttered those infamous words, “Who will rid me of this troublesome priest?”  They’re 
the words which set the ball rolling that resulted in Becket’s savage murder in Canterbury 
Cathedral during a service of worship.  Becket’s demise didn’t lead to happiness for Henry, and 
instead his reign endured a very difficult period when everything went wrong.  The King became 
desperate, and despairing.  He travelled to Canterbury, and threw himself prostrate before Becket’s 
tomb; and there subjected himself to a being whipped by the monks of Canterbury Cathedral, as a 
public sign of penance for his part in Becket’s murder. 
  
Such bodily prostration isn’t the sort of thing we normally do today.  I’ve done it myself, at the 
service where I was ordained as a priest.  But that’s the exception rather than the rule.  You might 
even wonder whether it’s truly Christian.  However, other traditions have no such reservations.  
Indeed such prostration is a central element of their worship.  Recently I received a mailing from a 
progressive Muslim organisation1.   The central image in the email was a photo taken by a British 
convert to Islam.  It shows tens of thousands of men prostrate before the Kaaba, the cube-shaped 
rock in Mecca that is the focus of the Hajj pilgrimage.  It’s a striking image, and illustrates how for 
Muslims, central to their faith is a demonstration of their total submission to God through the act 
of prostration.  This is the key action of their five-daily acts of prayer.  As a Christian I am left 
awed, but also troubled.  I’m left wondering if this is really how I should be showing that I love and 
worship God. 
  
There may be other reasons we’re uncomfortable with the idea of prostrating ourselves.  Too often 
we see the world in terms of what we can get out of it.  And this attitude has led those who’ve got 
power to dominate and take advantage of others, especially women, children and those with less 
power.  Such actions can lead us to question whether humility is a virtue to which we might aspire.  
And so we can reject the idea that we should abase ourselves before God, especially when we’re 
concerned about those who’re most vulnerable in our society, and most prone to be exploited. 
  
A similar question mark might be raised for us when we read the story of the Samaritan leper in 
Luke’s gospel.  Here is a man who’s a nobody and an outsider, not accepted by the mainstream 
Jews of his day.  He lives on the edge, in an in-between region.  He’s not held in respect, he’s not a 
person of any importance.  And he’s desperate.  He longs to be part of the people of God, to be 
accepted as part of the worshipping community.  But he’s excluded because of his leprosy.  And so, 
along with a group of fellow sufferers, he throws himself upon Jesus’ mercy.  What else can he do?  
He doesn’t experience an instantaneous cure, but he does follow Jesus’ instruction to go and see 
the priests in the temple at Jerusalem.  And while journeying to Jerusalem, mysteriously, he is 
healed.  He can’t believe it – and something wells up inside him which he longs to express.  He 
back tracks to find Jesus, and throws himself bodily at Jesus’ feet.  It’s a posture that says, “I offer 
all of me in gratitude to you, my God.”  He is deeply, whole-heartedly grateful.  And Jesus accepts 
the honour.  But he’s also astonished that none of the man’s other nine companions has returned.   
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What is it about this one man that’s different, Jesus asks? 
 
And in asking this question, Jesus recognises that the man has followed a path down which he 
himself is heading.  Jesus sees someone who’s lived on the edge, and is humbling himself before 
God; he sees someone who isn’t holding himself back, but is offering all of himself, bodily, to God.  
This is the road Jesus is headed on, towards the cross at Golgotha.  So Jesus sees a man who’s 
grasped and responded to the same call that Jesus himself has accepted.  Jesus sees someone 
who’s embraced the pain of his marginal position; who’s made himself vulnerable in seeking help; 
who is being obedient to God; and who, in following God’s call, has encountered something of a 
resurrection to new life.  Jesus sees a man who’s living out the very gospel which Jesus has come to 
fulfil. 
  
This is what Jesus sees and commends in the Samaritan leper.  How then are we, who are called to 
follow and imitate Jesus, how are we going to find an appropriate way to prostrate ourselves?  One 
answer comes from a small woman born over 100 years ago in the Balkans.  Her name will always 
be tied to the Indian city of Calcutta (Kolkata).  Mother Teresa was a model of the Christian 
disciple, and she was recently canonised as a saint by Pope Francis.  And in doing so, Pope Francis 
articulated what was at the heart of her ministry: “Mother Teresa spent her life bowing down 
before those who were spent and left to die on the side of the road, seeing in them their God-given 
dignity.”2  Teresa modelled what it was to prostrate oneself in the service of others.  She showed us 
how we can expect to meet God in the poorest and most destitute people of society.  If you’ve been 
involved in caring for an elderly relative suffering with dementia; if you’ve served a homeless 
person through a winter night shelter; or if you’ve cleared up after a child who’s been sick, you’ll 
know the posture.  It’s a posture of bending down which says, “I’m here to serve you, because 
you’re worthwhile, you matter, and I want you to know something of God’s love.”  So here is one 
way we imitate Jesus’ prostration: we offer ourselves in humble service of others, following in the 
footsteps of Mother Teresa. 
  
And then there’s another way of imitating this Jesus, illustrated for us by Naaman, the warrior 
commander, in our Old Testament reading.  Naaman was a highly successful soldier and general, 
held in high esteem by the king that he served.  But his life is blighted by an incurable skin disease.  
So he’s desperate to be fully accepted by all those around him.  And he is all ears when he hears one 
of his captive slave girls offering the prospect of healing.  “If only my Lord were with the prophet 
Elisha – he would cure him of his leprosy.”  So Naaman gets on his horse and seeks out Elisha.  
And eventually, after further encouragement from his servants, he humbles himself to follow 
Elisha’s unwelcome instruction to bathe seven times in the Jordan.  Much against his expectations, 
the dreaded skin disease leaves him.  Naaman is cured, his flesh restored to that of a youth.  His 
first response is to want to shower the prophet Elisha with lavish gifts.  But Elisha refuses them all.  
All he’ll accept is Naaman’s humility.  So Naaman pleads permission to take two mule-loads of 
earth back with him from the land of Israel.  He wants to create a spot where he can offer sacrifices 
to the God of Israel, whom he now recognises as the only God in all the earth.  Naaman wants a 
place where he can daily fall prostrate in gratitude before the God who’s healed him. 
  
There’s also a third type of prostration for us to consider as Christians.  It’s offered by the Norman 
King we started off thinking about, King Henry II.  When we know that we’ve fallen short, when we 
need to admit that we’ve blown it, when we need to offload our guilt that we’ve sinned, then we can 
find ourselves ready to throw ourselves at God’s feet.  Like Henry we can plead for God to blot out 
our transgressions, to wash away our iniquity, and to cleanse us from our sin.  This may not involve 
a physical prostration, as it did for Henry.  It may be through fervent prayer or through honest 
confession to a brother or sister in Christ.  But by admitting our wrong-doing and pleading for 
God’s mercy, we’ll be humbling ourselves in an entirely appropriate and Christian way. 
  
Finally, we return to the Samaritan leper in our gospel story for inspiration.  In the original text, 
the verb translated as prostrating himself is the same verb used to describe offering worship.  What 
the Samaritan leper recognises is that Jesus is not just someone to thank, he’s also someone 
worthy of worship.  Jesus was on the road to humble himself.  But he remains God.  And so, more 
than any other form of prostration, we’re called as Christians to offer ourselves in worship of Jesus, 
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signalling that we offer all of ourselves in love, praise and gratitude to God.  As we’ll shortly be 
singing: “This is our God, The Servant King / He calls us now to follow Him / To bring our lives as 
a daily offering / Of worship to The Servant King.”  And as we will later promise to God in gratitude 
after we’ve received communion, “we offer you our souls and bodies to be a living sacrifice”. 
  
So, to conclude, this is the way we prostrate ourselves today: we give of ourselves sacrificially in 
service of others, like Mother Teresa; we courageously confess our sins to one another, like Henry 
II; and, like Naaman and the Samaritan leper, we throw ourselves whole-heartedly into worship of 
the living God found in Jesus, grateful for all he’s done for us. 


