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Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria 

and Galilee. As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. 

They stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity 

on us!” 

 

When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as they 

went, they were healed. 

 

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud 

voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan. 

 

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? Has no one 

returned to give praise to God except this foreigner?” Then he said to him, “Rise 

and go; your faith has made you well.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

“Come, Ye Thankful People, Come.” How can it be that only one of the ten who were healed 

knows this song?  

 

It is the question Jesus asked: “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine?” 

 

On this Sunday before Thanksgiving, I want to offer a few words on behalf of the nine persons 

with leprosy who were healed and who did not return to give thanks to Jesus. 

 

Ten persons with leprosy were healed and just one of them returned to give thanks. Nine of the 

ten did not come back to give thanks. Jesus asked, “Where are the other nine?”   

 

* * * * * 
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Imagine with me where they are, why the nine did not return with the one to give thanks… 

 

1. One of them was frightened. He didn’t understand what had happened and it frightened him. 

People had walked past him for years, not seeing him. Then Jesus saw him. Jesus spoke to 

him. And as he followed Jesus’ direction and began to head towards the temple, he was 

healed. And, he could not explain it. He could not control it. And it scared him. 

 

Encounters with the living God at work in our world are often romanticized. Authentic 

encounters with the Living Christ—who sees us, who calls us to change, to grow, to let go of 

old ways—can be frightening. Often, we are called to go places and do things that we have 

not done before. It can frighten us, and it is hard to feel thankful when we are frightened. 

 

2. The second person who did not return: He was offended because he had not been required to 

do something difficult before he could be healed. His motto was “you get what you pay for.”   

He believed in being a self-made man. Jesus just said, “Go, show yourself to the priests.” 

And as he went, he was healed. It was all too easy. How could he feel good about something 

which he had not earned? He had not earned his healing. He had not paid his way. And it 

offended him. His healing—what Jesus had done—offended him. And it is hard to feel 

thankful when we are offended by the gift which is God’s grace.    

 

3. The third? She was not grateful at all. She realized too late that she really did not want to be 

cleansed, that she did not really know what to do or how to live or even who she was without 

her leprosy. Although it had been her fervent prayer to be healed—she joined the other nine 

in crying out to Jesus—once healed she began to see how much she needed her leprosy. She 

had allowed her disease to define her as a person. In taking away the third person’s leprosy, 

Jesus took away her identify.    

 

In how this story is told in Luke, those with leprosy are not called lepers, but persons who 

had leprosy. The difference is subtle, and not all English translations capture it—which is too 

bad, because it reflects a humanizing and dignifying recognition of personhood. We are 

persons first, and not defined by whatever conditions we may have. Unless—unless—we 

allow ourselves to be so defined. 

 

Have you every heard someone say, when asked about themselves, that “they enjoy poor 

health”? Perhaps the phrase is a bit old fashioned; in my experience it is an expression that 

often contains more truth than is intended.    

 

Can we confess that healing is not always what we really want? We talk more readily about 

our pain than our joy. If we define ourselves, or allow ourselves to be defined by others, by 

our illness, then healing becomes a threat. If we lose sight of the essential truth that we are all 

persons first, period, and we allow ourselves to be defined by anything else, including an 

illness, then to be healed is to lose one’s identity. And it is hard to be thankful when we don’t 

know who we are. 

 

4. It is difficult to explain the reason the fourth person with leprosy did not return to give 

thanks. Perhaps because it is such a simple reason—and perhaps because we tread on holy 
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ground to even talk about it. In a word, the fourth person did not return to give thanks 

because in his delirium of joy, he forgot. He forgot. That’s all. He was just so dang happy, so 

overcome with joy, he forgot. 

 

5. The fifth person who didn’t return to say thank you… I imagine her to have been a woman, a 

wife and mother, who had been separated from her family because of her leprosy. Family 

separation—for whatever reason—is, for me, an unspeakable tragedy. When the fifth 

person’s leprosy was healed it meant that she was free, free to rejoin her husband and 

children. She did not return to give thanks because she was hurrying home.    

 

Imagine being kept from those you love, unable to care from then, unable to touch them, or 

to be touched by them; unable to watch them grow or hear about their day or have them share 

their dreams. Longing would build within you with such a force that once free, you’d be 

propelled home by it. It’s not hard to imagine why a mother might not return to Jesus to give 

thanks when she knew her children were home just waiting to be in her arms again. What I 

imagine is this: when the fifth person with leprosy who was healed rocked her son that night, 

with tears of joy running down her cheek, she paused to thank God for her healing, her safe 

journey home, and her reunion with her family. But she simply could not do it until she was 

safely home. 

 

6. The sixth person with leprosy was unable to say thank you to anyone anymore. There is 

something that happens to a person who must beg and who is shunned by their neighbors, 

who is grudgingly thrown a few coins and who is always—in the midst of such an existence 

and in the face of such treatment, perhaps even because of such treatment, being tossed a few 

coins—expected to say thank you. A person living such a life simply loses their ability to say 

thank you.  

 

When we participate in outreach and mission ministries, we would like those we serve to 

thank us. Often, they do. But sometimes they don’t, and they can’t. They have been cold and 

poor and ignored by society for so long that they simply have lost their ability to be grateful 

to anyone for anything. They don’t say thank you anymore to anybody…not even Jesus. 

 

7. The seventh person. The seventh person who was healed but did not return to Jesus to offer 

thanks. He simply didn’t believe that Jesus had anything to do with his healing. He knew that 

healing had taken place, but he did not believe in hocus pocus, magic, miracles. He did not 

believe in any of it. He was certain that there was a perfectly rational reason for his healing.  

His healing would be explained by the doctors, not by God; by the medical community, not 

by Jesus; by science, and not by the Holy Spirit at work in his life. He did not return to give 

thanks to God because he did not believe Jesus had anything to do with the healing he 

experienced.   

 

8. The eighth person with leprosy did not return to give thanks precisely because he was 

following directions. Jesus said, “Go, show yourself to the priests.” So he went. After all, 

even after a healing the priests would have to certify that the healing occurred. It was the 

priests who would certify the healed person “clean” and eligible to be restored/reintegrated 

into temple life, into the community. 
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So the eighth person went to the priests. It’s the most likely scenario for them all. The eighth 

person followed directions. He was following the rules. Nothing wrong here. He just didn’t 

expand his horizon.  

 

In the gospels, healing miracles are signs of God’s realm, the kingdom of God arriving, 

breaking into this world, here and now. The question is whether we recognize it. Or are we so 

caught up in what has been and still claims to be that we can no longer imagine what shall 

be? Are we so caught up in our religion and our rules that we do not recognize what Jesus 

initiated when he stood in the synagogue and declared that God’s Spirit was upon him, and 

that he had come to heal the broken and set free the oppressed?   

   

The eighth person who did not return to give thanks: He was religious. Obedient. He 

followed the rules. He might be the saddest of the nine: living a secure, comfortable life of 

religious conformity, a life without room for imagination, without space for God to do a new 

thing. 

 

9. The ninth person healed of leprosy fully intended to return thanks to God. He was healed. It 

was an overwhelming experience, but no sooner had he taken stock of his healed self than 

there was a person more needy than he had been asking for his help. What was he to do? He 

responded. And then there was another need which presented itself…and another and then 

another. How important was it for him to indulge his sense of gratitude when there were so 

many other things to be done, so many other needs to which he might respond? He’d 

intended to return thanks, to express his gratitude, it’s just, well, there were so many other 

things—good things—to be done, and who would do them if not him? 

 

* * * * * 

 

Ten persons with leprosy experienced healing. One returned to Jesus to offer thanks. Where are 

the other nine? We can imagine many very human reasons why the nine did not return to give 

praise to God. They are reasons with which I think most of us can identify.  

 

What then shall we say? That the critical point is not that just one returned, but that all ten were 

healed. That grace goes before gratitude and is not dependent upon us, upon whether we say 

thank you. Yes. We should say this. 

 

That condemnation is easier than imagination, and that when we take time to imagine the reasons 

why people act as they do, when we put ourselves in their places, we find that their actions may 

become quite understandable. Yes, we should acknowledge this. 

 

Shall we say that it is good to give thanks? Yes. 

 

Hiding in fear, offended by grace, lost without an illness, so happy we forget, refusing to believe, 

trapped in religious rules, lost in good intentions—wherever we may be in our lives, when we 

experience the grace of God and neglect to express thanks, to be grateful, we miss something 

important. 
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Shall we say it is good to give thanks? Yes.  

 

And what is it that we learn from the one who returns to give thanks?  

 

Jesus notes that the one person who returned to him and praised God after being healed of his 

leprosy was a foreigner. A foreigner, a Samaritan.  

 

The other nine: the priests could verify the healing, that they no longer were inflicted with 

leprosy. They would no longer be considered unclean. They could be restored to the Temple 

community.   

 

But inflicted with leprosy or not, a Samaritan was an outsider. The priests were not going to 

restore a Samaritan to a place in the Temple Community. It is no wonder that this one turned 

around and headed back to Jesus. He returned to the one who could do what the religious 

authorities would not do. Welcome him. Accept him. Receive his thanks and praise.   

 

And Jesus says to this one, this foreigner, this outsider, one whom the religious authorities would 

not accept, leprosy or no leprosy: “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.” 

 

All ten were healed of their leprosy. Only one is made well.    

 

Rise and go; your faith expressed as gratitude has made you well. 

 

The healing of the ten was not dependent on their gratitude. All ten were healed. Grace is God’s 

nature. It does not depend on us. But Jesus says the faith of the one, faith expressed as gratitude, 

makes that one well. Which suggests to me that being made well is about more than being cured 

of illness and disease. We can be disease free, we can have no illnesses, and still not be well. 

And conversely, we can be ill, we can have a disease, and be made well.   

 

Being made well is about recognizing and receiving and celebrating grace—the love, the 

forgiveness, the acceptance—that we receive as a gift from God. 

 

Being made well is about recognizing that we are not alone, but that God is with us, and that 

regardless of what anyone may say, we are blessed, that we belong, that all—all—are beloved of 

God. 

 

Faith expressed as gratitude makes one well.    

 

Free from fear, able to accept gifts freely given, affirmed as blessed, open to belief, able to 

imagine, willing to trust in God’s ability to accomplish that which we cannot do on our own.    

This is what wellness looks like.  

 

Being made well is about recognizing and receiving each day as a gift and giving thanks for it.   

Not everything we might experience in any given day is a gift. There are bad things that can and 

do happen. But we can choose to give thanks for each day and receive each day as a gift from 

God.  
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Like the one who returned, we can give thanks. We can choose to begin each day, thanking God 

for it. We can pause during the day, perhaps before meals, to breath deeply and be grateful. And 

each evening, as our day draws to a close, we can rest, pause, and give thanks.   

 

We can choose thanks. And in so doing, I believe we will discover a wellness that enlarges our 

hearts, opens our hands, and deepens are relationships with each other and our God. 

 

We can choose thanks. And in so doing, live into wellness, God’s intention for us and for all. 

 

As you are able, I invite you to stand and to make a commitment to grateful living, reading with 

me our Thanksgiving litany…. 

 

Thanksgiving Litany: 

One: God, there are days when we feel grateful. 

All: And, there are days when gratitude is more difficult. 

One: Days when we are anxious or angry. When we are alone. When we do not understand what 

is happening in in our lives, in our community, in our world.    

All: And yet, this Thanksgiving we will choose gratitude. 

One: We will choose to accept life as a gift from you; choose to be grateful for the Light that 

sustains and nourishes us day by day; choose to be grateful for the Wind that breathes life 

into us.    

All: We will choose gratitude because we can, not because we must. 

One: With each sunrise, with each breath, with each person we encounter, with each story we 

hear, with each meal we eat, may we recognize God’s presence and grace and become ever 

more aware of the infinite circle of gratitude that is Light even in the darkest days. 

All: This Thanksgiving we choose gratitude, as our daily practice and as our way of life. 

One: Thanks be to God. 

All: Amen. 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________ 

 

Endnotes: 

 

The center section of the sermon was preached as a dialogue sermon with the Rev. Susie 

Hierholzer.    

 

This sermon was inspired by one developed and preached by the Rev. David Kidd and the Rev. 

Barbara Lewis-Lakin at Central United Methodist Church in Detroit when they served that 

congregation together from 1986-1990.     

 

The Thanksgiving Litany was inspired by “A Thanksgiving Prayer” (pages 199-200) published 

in Grateful by Diana Butler Bass (Harper Collins, New York, New York, 2018)  


