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I grew up in a household where we always said a “grace” at meals. Whether it was the one we'd 
learned as kids:

God is great. God is good.
Now we thank him for our food.
By his hand we all are fed.
Give us Lord our daily bread.

...or whether as we got older, my brother and I, like my parents might actually say one all our own.
But, we always said one. That and writing thank-you notes at birthdays and Christmas. That was a 
requirement as well, although, I'm ashamed to say that it didn't fully take, so that it's always carried 
over in my adult life. Sometimes, I forget... I'm busy... too much time goes by... you know how it is.
But, today's gospel lesson got me thinking about gratitude, it's place in life and it's relationship to faith.

Jesus seems to equate the two here, faith and gratitude. It's a man's act of gratitude that he calls faith.
And if, that's the case, then I have to say I haven't always been a very faithful person. You know, the 
lepers in this story would have had a hard life. It would have been hard for them to be thankful about 
much. It's no accident that Luke speaks of Jesus being on the border between Samaria and Galilee.
Lepers lived in every way literally and figuratively, at the borders... on the margins of the culture.
Their skin disease made them ritually unclean, you see. And so of course, no one wanted to be around 
them, or go near them.

Their disease was understood to be a result of some hidden sin, God's punishment to them. They 
weren't allowed to worship in the Temple, or to be part of the culture in any way, really. They had to 
literally keep their distance (kind of like the segregation laws used to be in our country) and beg for 
food from the edges of a village. And, you understand furthermore, the Samaritan leper was an outcast 
among the outcasts. As far as the dominant culture was concerned, he was doubly cursed. Even if his 
leprosy were to be cured, he would never be cured of being a Samaritan. He would always be the 
despised and forever unclean as far as the dominant culture in which he lived was concerned. What did 
he have to be thankful for? They all had a hard life.

Well, we too have our struggles, although in general you and I don't have a hard life. But, we have our 
struggles. Things come our way that are difficult: cancer, an unhappy marriage, the death of a spouse 
or a child, the unexpected layoff. We know those times, at least, when it's hard to feel grateful. Having 
said that, to be honest, I think most of the time we're more like the nine lepers after they were cleansed.
I mean, let's get this straight, they weren't bad people. Jesus doesn't pronounce any “woes” on them for 
being ingrates. After all, they too, showed faith in Jesus.

They called out to him in the first place and then with leprosy still on them, they got up and started off 
for the priest, just at Jesus' command. You remember, it's after they are walking down the road that it 
happens. I mean, what exactly are they doing when and after they are cleansed? They're busy obeying 
Jesus! They're off to show themselves to the priest which is just what Jesus told them to do. They are 
soon to have their lives and their place in the community back. And that's us, isn't it?

I think that's a fairly accurate picture of the church in the United States. We're busy obeying Jesus to 
the best of our ability and enjoying being part of the dominant culture. It's true, isn't it? Unless we are 
old order Mennonite, or Amish, we are part of the dominant culture. In fact, you and I, as solid middle 
or upper-middle class folks enjoy a fairly favored position in our culture. But, the fact is, according to 
the gospel, there's a problem with that. And it's this.



Whether it's the culture of 1st century Judaism of Jesus and these lepers which divided people and the 
whole world into sacred and profane, clean and unclean, pure and impure, or, whether it's our own 
materialistic and consumerist culture,  like most huma                   lt on fear and grasping. Fear 
that God will get you for your sin, fear of the “other” who's different from you, fear that you won't 
have enough, and all the subsequent grasping at things we think will allay our fears. Be it grasping at 
moral codes of clean and unclean, or grasping at stuff to surround ourselves and insulate ourselves. So, 
the nine lepers after they've been cleansed are us! Busy obeying Jesus, but ready to fully participate 
again in a diseased culture.

It's kind of like someone said of the church, we have just enough Christian faith to inoculate us against 
the real thing! How do we really get free of, get beyond the ways of fear and grasping of which we are 
so much a part? Apparently, according to this story, although obedience to Jesus is needed, it's not all.
Barbara Brown Taylor has said, I think correctly, that the question among us is not “Where are the 
nine?” but “Where is the tenth?” Where is the one who follows his heart instead of his instructions?
Maybe what we need is gratitude as a way of life that is capable of welling up into the wildness and 
gladness of love.

I think that's what this story is about. Listen to it again. Now with this Samaritan leper, it probably 
occurred to him as he headed down the road that even after being cleansed of his leprosy, he could still 
never enjoy a favored place in the dominant surrounding culture. So, in one sense, what's the point?
Why even go to the priest? And yet, he's the one who is so overcome by being made clean he turns 
back and throws himself at Jesus' feet joyously shouting God's praises, and thanking Jesus! And Jesus 
says to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.” And what Jesus means is that 
his act of gratitude has made him well.

We know that, you see, because all of them were cleansed from their leprosy already. That being 
cleansed isn't what Jesus is talking about! We also know that because Luke uses two different words 
here. The word that is translated as “cleansed” is katharizo, and in fact it's a word out of sacred religion 
that refers specifically to this dividing of the world into clean and unclean. But, the word at the end 
that Luke uses, that is translated as being “made well” is sozo, which means saved. They were all 
cleansed just in going at Jesus' command. But, says Jesus, this one's gratitude makes him well! It has 
saved him. Saved him from what? Saved him from living as the victim of a diseased culture. It doesn't 
matter to him any more what any priest or anyone else thinks of him. Jesus has loved him. Jesus has 
included him. Suddenly, he sees his life no longer as what the dominant culture says it is... you know, 
worthless. He sees it as a gift. And that, says Jesus, saves him. That makes him truly well and whole.

Friends, I think maybe that's the missing key for us, for you and for me. How do we ever really get 
beyond the ways of fear and grasping that are the ways of the culture of which we are a part? Could it 
be gratitude, as a way of life? See, this type of gratitude is not so much an act, a behavior, as it is an 
attitude, a grounding in and way of seeing your life. Remember Paul's words in 1st Thessalonians?
“Give thanks in all circumstances for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”

As Linda Loving has said: “Give thanks in all circumstances” Not just when the leprosy is healed but 
also when you discover more chemo is needed. Not just when you exchange wedding vows but also 
when you exchange the damaging words of your first lovers' quarrel. Not just when the unexpected 
promotion comes, but also when the unexpected layoff occurs.” Give thanks in all circumstances, not 
because God has some hidden lesson in the terrible thing that has happened, but simply because God 
is. Simply because God is still who God is. The source of this amazing gift we call life. You didn't 
have to be here...alive in this world of wonder. But, you are! You are. You are alive on this amazing 
blue planet that is part of a universe where it's estimated there are 200 billion galaxies. You didn't have 
to be here, but you are, and is there anything more wondrous or wonderful than that?

Friends, Jesus lived a life of gratitude. He lived gratitude as a way of life. You remember? With only 
five loaves and two fish to feed five thousand, he gave thanks to God, took what he had and gave it 



away. And it was enough. On the night he was handed over to be killed, he gave thanks, broke the 
bread, and gave it away – all as a sign of what he would do with his life the next day... give thanks for 
it and give it away. When we live a thanks-giving life, when we live gratitude as a way of life,    is 
grounded in the trust that God's grace is sufficient and more in all of life. When we live gratitude as a 
way of life, we are free from the fear of death and all its accompanying fears, all its accompanying 
grasping. We trust our lives to the God who put us in this world of wonder in the first place and who 
we know in the loving arms of Jesus Christ. We can be free, like him, to give our lives away in the 
wildness and gladness of love. Give thanks and be made well.

Amen.
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