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We all understand and appreciate the importance of gratitude. In 

fact, one of the first things we are taught and that we teach our 

children is to express their gratitude. Someone gives them some 

candy and we say: "Now what do you say?" And the child learns 

from an early age the answer "Thank you." And certainly we all 

know as adults that we appreciate being thanked.  

 

When it comes to giving thanks to God, today’s story of the 

healing of the ten lepers is timelessly appropriate.  

 

The story begins: "As he entered a village, ten lepers approached 

him. Keeping their distance." These ten men walked the earth. 

They breathed and ate. They had hopes and fears and aspirations 

and feelings just like you and me. Yet, there was a tragic sense in 

which they were already dead. They were the walking dead. 

Leprosy was the most dreaded of all ancient diseases. It ate away 

at the body and left its victim maimed and disfigured. There was 

no known cure. Their hopes for a family life, a useful occupation, 

and plans for the future-were nonexistent. For all intents and 

purposes they were dead men. 
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The scripture makes it quite clear that as these lepers approached 

Jesus they stood off at a far distance for Jewish law clearly 

prescribed that a leper could not get within fifty yards of a clean 

person. Everywhere these men journeyed they heard familiar 

words yelled out: "Unclean," "Leper." These men not only had to 

live with a physical handicap, but they were also ritually unclean 

and isolated from society.  

 

But even in the midst of this horrible situation these lepers had 

something to be thankful for. In their common misery they had 

banded together. They had found each other and it is interesting to 

note that one of these ten lepers was a Samaritan. Jews in that day 

would have no dealings at all with Samaritans. They looked upon 

Samaritans as dogs or as half-breeds and yet, in the common 

misery of their leprosy these men had forgotten that they were Jew 

and Samaritan and realized only that they were men in need of 

healing. Indeed misery likes company for there is power in 

fellowship, especially the fellowship of people who have a 

common need.  

 

Which, I think, brings us to the first point of the story, which is 

simply this: even in the midst of our problems there is always 

something to be thankful for. Some of you may be thinking: “Well, 

that's easy to say John, but you don't know the problems and 

circumstances that I am dealing with now.” And, I am sure there 

are others who would suggest that there is very little for which to 

be grateful. The high cost of living, high rate of unemployment, the 

world economic crisis, the issues of the environment and the list 

goes on. Certainly we cannot deny the reality of the problems that 

exist but we can still be thankful and show gratitude even in times 

of struggle.  
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This week I came upon an interesting list of what one person is 

thankful for... 

 the mess to clean up after a party because it means I have 

been surrounded by friends. 

 the taxes I pay because it means that I'm employed. 

 the clothes that fit a little too snug because it means I have 

enough to eat. 

 my shadow who watches me work because it means I am out 

in the sunshine. 

 a lawn that needs mowing, windows that need cleaning and 

gutters that need fixing because it means that I have a home. 

 the spot I find at the far end of the parking lot because it 

means that I am capable of walking. 

 all the complaining I hear about our government because it 

means we have freedom of speech. 

 my heating bill because it means I am warm. 

 the person behind me at church who sings off key because it 

means that I can hear. 

 weariness and aching muscles at the end of the day because it 

means that I have been productive. 

 the alarm that goes off in the early morning hours and awakes 

me because it means that I am alive. 
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The hymn following the sermon this morning is one of the great 

songs of Thanksgiving, entitled "Now Thank We All Our God." 

Martin Reinkard wrote this hymn in 1637 at the time of the Thirty 

Years War in Germany. A wall fortified the city of Eilenburg in 

which he was a pastor and had become a haven for refugees 

seeking safety from the fighting. Eventually the city became too 

crowded, food supplies dwindled, a famine hit and then a terrible 

plague and Eilenburg became a giant morgue. In that single year, 

over 6000 people including Reinkard’s wife and all of his children, 

died from the plague. He conducted 4,500 funerals in that year 

alone including those of his wife and children. Remarkably, it was 

in the midst of that catastrophic personal and social loss that 

Reinkard sat down and wrote this hymn of thanksgiving that we 

will soon sing: "Now thank we all our God with hearts and hands 

and voices." 

 

It was that same sense of hope and faith that enable the apostle 

Paul to sit in a dingy prison cell in Rome and write: "First, I give 

thanks to God, through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ." 

 

Indeed the first lesson for us today is that even in the middle of 

suffering reasons can be found to give thanks. But let’s not stop 

there. Finding reasons to be grateful is well and good but the 

second lesson of the story is just as important. In the midst of 

problems thanksgiving needs to be expressed. 
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Look at the story again with me. As Jesus entered this village this 

band of ten lepers sought him out. Word had already reached them 

that this itinerant miracle worker had cured a single leper in a 

village close to their own. And so as a group they approached him 

with the words: "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us." Jesus 

responded: "Go show yourselves to the priests." Initially that may 

sound strange to us, but the priests of that day were also public 

health officers. If a person had been cured from an infectious 

disease, he or she had to present themselves to the priest to receive 

a health certificate. No doubt the lepers were puzzled by Jesus' 

command. To say that it was premature would be an 

understatement. Why bother to get a certificate of health when you 

haven't been cured? Yet, nonetheless they believed his words and 

did as he commanded. 

 

I can't begin to explain how it happened but as these ten lepers 

were on their way to the priest something happened to them. Their 

numbness began to pass. The sores that scarred their hands and 

faces began to vanish. Their flagging strength began to return. 

Luke simply says: " And as they went, they were made clean."  

 

At this point we feel that we don't have to even finish the story for 

we certainly know how it will end. These cured men will go 

running back to Jesus with the words: "Blessed healer", "Great 

Physician", "Praise be to Jesus." But no. That's not how the 

evangelist tells the story at all. Nine of the ten were never heard 

from again. 

 

But there was one who returned. One came back and as the 

scriptures say he returned to "Praising God with a loud voice."  
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What an ending! If you look at the percentages however it is also a 

powerful picture of ingratitude but then again even a more 

powerful portrait of thanksgiving and gratitude if you look at the 

one grateful leper. This enduring image of the one grateful leper 

reminds us to choose the better way.  

 

And there is even more, one more lesson yet to be discovered. It is 

an irony inserted at the very end. The one who returned was a 

Samaritan. The half-breed, the outcast, the Gentile, the one 

considered unholy, showed just how holy his heart really was. He 

expressed his gratitude. And to this man Christ gave not only a 

physical blessing but also a spiritual blessing. "Go your way. Your 

faith has saved you."  

 

The other nine, who were likely all Jews, had been freed from the 

misery of leprosy, but they missed out in the blessing offered to 

their Samaritan brother. I am convinced that this small footnote to 

the story is there to remind us that God's love is for all without 

exception and for that we should all throw ourselves at the feet of 

Jesus and give thanks.  

 

And so let us give thanks today and the days yet to come. May we 

remember the words of the apostle Paul: Rejoice always, pray 

constantly, give thanks in everything; for this is the will of God in 

Christ concerning you. It is the will of God, to give thanks to God.  

 

Amen 


