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October 13, 2019, Proper 23C, Luke 17:11-19 (Rev. Karen Freeman) 

 

When a child receives a gift from someone, more often than not, the parent will 

prompt a response from the child, “Now, what do you say?” and hopefully the 

child responds with the words, “THANK YOU.”  We want children to learn to be 

grateful for gifts given, and we begin to teach them from a very young age.  I was 

taught to write thank-you notes when I was growing up, and I’ve tried to 

encourage my children to do the same.  but often it takes me weeks to get around 

to writing a thank-you note, or even these days sending a ‘thank you’ email!   

 

Why is it that we find ourselves so easily distracted from showing gratitude – not 

only to our family members of other people, but even to God, from whom all 

blessings flow?  We’ve been given so much from God – our very life – but we 

sometimes forget to be thankful – and we often take for granted what we have. 

The Protestant Reformer Marin Luther considered gratitude to be “the basic 

Christian attitude” – the foundational attitude Christians should have is to be 

thankful.  When we remember to be thankful, it can help us feel more positive 

about life, even when things aren’t going so well.   

 

But it does take effort to pause long enough in our busy lives to give thanks.  In 

our gospel story, ten people with leprosy have a healing encounter with Jesus.  

One of them turns back to give thanks, and because of this he receives an even 

more intimate blessing.  Consider what’s going on in this short but significant 

passage.  Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem.  It won’t be long now before he makes 

his ‘triumphal’ entry into that city.  He’s gradually heading towards all that awaits 

him there, including the cross; but for now, he’s still travelling and teaching about 

the Kingdom of God as he goes.   
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He’s moving along the border between Samaria and Galilee, crossing boundaries 

and wandering around where most devout Jews wouldn’t go; interacting with 

people who are on the outside of the accepted religious and social conventions.  

In the gospels it’s so often those on the margins who can teach us so much about 

God and about our own lives.  

 

Leprosy was one of the most dreaded diseases in Jesus’ day.  Jesus had already 

healed at least one leper, back in Luke 5, after which Luke writes, “now more than 

ever the word about Jesus spread abroad and many crowds gathered to hear him 

and to be cured of their diseases.  Leprosy is highly contagious.  Today it can be 

treated with a long course of antibiotics, but in Jesus’ day, lepers were kept in 

isolated groups separated from their families and friends, sometimes for the rest 

of their lives.  If you had leprosy, no one could come within twelve feet of you – 

you were unclean and untouchable under Jewish law.  Imaging how isolating that 

must have been.  Lepers were outcasts.   

 

The ten lepers approached Jesus but kept their distance, crying out loudly to him 

for mercy.  In response, Jesus tells them to go and show themselves to the priests.  

At this point we have to commend the lepers because they did just that – they 

turned and headed off, without any guarantee or promise of healing.  Maybe they 

sensed that Jesus was going to do something to help them.  And indeed, as they 

went away, they notice their lesions begin to disappear.  They have been cleansed 

of their disease.   Their joy must have been overwhelming!  Off they ran as fast as 

they could to be declared officially clean by the priests so that they could return 

to the family and society they hadn’t seen for goodness knows how long.   
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But one of them, when he notices, he turns back, praises God in a loud void, falls 

at Jesus’ feet, and thanks him.  And he is a Samaritan – Luke makes a special point 

of this fact.  So here again, the foreign, the marginalized and the outcast are 

brought to prominence in Luke’s gospel.  This man, a Samaritan leper, is about as 

far removed from acceptable Jewish society as one could get.  The one who 

turned back to give thanks would’ve been considered most definitely outside the 

established people of God.  For us, this inclusion by Jesus is surely a sign of God’s 

radical grace, and a reprimand to those who would try to confine it.  We can be 

sure that God is always working beyond our own boundaries – we simply cannot 

keep him in a box! 

 

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

returned to give praise to God except this foreigner?”  Back in Luke chapter 4, 

when Jesus was teaching in the synagogue in Nazareth, he mentions that in 

Israel’s past there were many lepers, but none of them were cleansed except the 

Syrian, Naaman – a foreigner – and when those in the synagogue heard Jesus 

speaking like this about the times when God healed only foreigners, they erupted 

in fury and tried to kill Jesus.  That was how touchy they were about their 

privileged position.  They expected special treatment and special blessings from 

God for their own tribes – not for outsiders.  Sometimes we can think like that, 

too, if we’ve been on this faith journey for some time – we can tend to be 

exclusive – and we can begin to take things for granted.   
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Jesus said to the thankful leper that his faith has made him well.  More accurately, 

this translates that his faith has saved him – in the sense that he is now whole.  

And attitude of gratitude is crucial for our health in mind, body and spirit, and 

that’s something that God is very interested in – making us whole.  And when we 

express gratitude for our blessings, we’re granted a second blessing as we’re 

drawn out of our self-centeredness into something bigger and more expansive 

than we could imagine – a deeper connection to the source of blessing itself.  

 

Gratitude is like a self-help medication – it frees us from fear, releases us from 

anxiety and emboldens us to do more and to dare more than we imagined we 

could do.  Even to return to a Jewish rabbi to give thanks when you’re a Samaritan 

because you’ve realized that you’re more than just a Samaritan, or a leper, or 

even a healed leper – you are a child of God: whole and accepted and blessed.   

 

I’ll close this with a little spiritual exercise:  close your eyes for a moment to block 

out distractions, and think of something or someone that you are grateful for.  It 

could be simply the air that we breath, or this new day.  It could be that you’re 

grateful for your faith, or for a new opportunity, or for a relationship renewed 

with an old friend.  Just hold the situation or the person in your mind and in your 

heart.  …Now we’re going to gently move our focus from the gift to the giver – to 

focus on our maker – the maker of heaven and earth, and of all this is, seen & 

unseen.  And we’re simply going to say, either silently or out loud if you wish, 

those tow simple words of gratitude to the Lord:  Thank you.  Amen.  


