
 

Sermon – October 13, 2019 

Radical Thanks-living! 

Luke 17:11-19 

There are two words for me that are most important in the human language. I’m sure you know 

what those two words are: “thank you”. "Thank you" can be incredibly powerful, especially if 

the person you're thanking really needs to hear them, or isn't expecting them. To thank 

someone, if it’s honestly done, is to show appreciation. And being appreciated is one of those 

things that really motivates us. I learned how to say thank you at a very young age. Growing up 

in a large Filipino family, I was taught to be grateful and to say thank you even for the simplest 

things in life. Salamat is thank you in our dialect. So I learn how to say salamat when I wake up 

each morning refreshed and rested. I say salamat every time we gather around a meal. I say 

salamat when someone smiles at me. I say salamat to someone who appreciates what I do or 

what I say. Traveling to different place where language is an issue, I find that people respond to 

you positively when you say thank you. We went to South Korea and I learned to say 

“gamsahamnida” and Koreans responded back with a bow of acknowledgement. I traveled to 

the Maritimes with 50 Mandarin-speaking travelers and when I say xie-xie, they responded to 

me with a big smile as if we’re old friends. I’m sure Jesus felt the same way too  - when one – 

at least one of the ten lepers that he healed came back to say toda which is a Hebrew word for 

thank you.  A Sunday School teacher asked a class of 2nd grade Sunday school children on the 

story of the ten lepers. "How do you think Jesus felt when only one person came back to thank 

him?" she asked. One boy raised his hand. "I think he would have felt happy that one person 

came back and thanked him." 

In this story, Jesus is traveling to an unknown territory between Samaria and Galilee. Some 

versions of the Bible call it “the border”. We know what a border looks like – it’s a place where 

the boundaries are so clearly set yet oftentimes so violently contentious. It could be a place 

where people who were running away from danger have come to seek sanctuary. In the ancient 



middle east, this land had seen some troubles. This little detail in the text is important because 

Luke wants us to realize that Jesus was in the “border” that was populated by diverse people at 

least in part, by Samaritans, a people who the Jews of Jesus’ day regarded not just as lower 

class but, worse, unclean.  It wasn’t surprising that Jesus encountered lepers at the border – 

outside a village or town—that’s where they were required by Levitical law to stay.   

Ten lepers- the text says—called to Jesus from far off.  Now, one thing that makes this story 

unusual is that one of the lepers was a Samaritan. We then surmised that the other nine lepers 

were Jews. Not only is this Samaritan a leper, but he is outside of the circle of acceptability, and 

therefore cannot eat at the same table with the rest of society. His religious practice is different. 

His race sets him apart. He is a foreigner--an immigrant in this country. He was born with 

different characteristics that make him unclean even if he did not have leprosy.  

Maybe you can remember, like the tenth leper, what it was like to discover that you did not 

have the same access to a rightful place at the table.  Perhaps it is about race, or status or sexual 

orientation. Strange, as it seems, the ten lepers were together. It is well known that the Jews and 

the Samaritans despised and mistrusted one another for centuries. But all ten were suffering 

from a common disease—leprosy - a disease so serious in those days that anyone who had it 

was treated as a social outcast. A leper was required to stand a long distance away from a well 

person—perhaps as much as 50 yards or more. So the common experience of suffering from a 

dreaded disease drew the ten lepers together. They were all in the same sinking boat without 

even considering their racial identity.  

In their desperation, all approached Jesus together. They stood at a distance, as they were 

required to do. They cried out, "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us." Not heal us - but have mercy! 

Mercy is a strong word. As if their lives were in the hands of Jesus. Jesus did not come running 

towards them and laid his hands on them. Instead, he responded with a commandment: "Go and 

show yourselves to the priests." Jesus told them to show themselves to the priests and asked to 

be examined, to certify of the cure, which was the requirement for re-entry into the 

community, even before going back to their families and friends who had given them up for 

lost. As they went, before reaching their destinations, the story says, they are made clean. And I 

imagine, more than anything else, the thrill, the joy of being made clean. And they run -- run 



back towards their synagogues, or whatever village, or perhaps whatever tribe, they belong to, 

they run to tell the story of their healing experience. They run to experience being free again. To 

feel that new layer of skin, the breath of fresh air, the newness of things – they are made human 

once more. Can you imagine how they felt at that moment? They were healed of that ghastly 

disease! No more numbness of toes and fingers and face. No more shuffling as they walked. No 

more having to beg for food and water from people. No more speculation that some serious 

punishment had brought this calamity upon them. No more forced separation from those they 

loved. No more ostracism and rejection from the community. Imagine that for a moment.  

So here is the part where this story fits as a thanksgiving reflection. Amidst the excitement of 

receiving a brand-new life, the tenth leper, the Samaritan who'd been running just like the other 

nine, stopped in his tracks, turned around and runs back to Jesus. he doesn’t have anyone to go 

to. He cannot step into the temple. He doesn’t know any priest to certify of his cure. At that 

moment – all he has is Jesus. The story tells us that he bows down, prostrates himself, honours 

Jesus and praises God and gives the most extraordinary human gift of all, the gift of 

thanksgiving. I think Jesus is not interested in having people hang around and thank him. Often, 

when he heals people, he doesn't say "Stick around and thank me." He says, "Go your way, your 

faith has made you well." I am reminded of graduation ceremonies. As each person came across 

the stage, the principal handed them their diploma and while shaking their hand and said, 

"Congratulations … keep moving." It was a stage direction to keep the ceremony moving, but it 

was also good life advice. Jesus says to those he heals, "Congratulations and keep moving. 

Don't stick around thanking me." 

All ten lepers were healed but only one came back to Jesus and gave thanks. Traditional 

response blames the nine for not returning to give thanks, but they were the ones who did 

exactly as they were told. We know how to be the nine lepers. We know how to follow 

instructions - to be dutiful church members and concerned citizens of the community - and that 

is a good thing. But here is what I think significant in this story. All nine followed instructions 

but one followed his heart. All ten were cured and only one was made whole. Ten were given 

the gift of grace – but only one acknowledged the Giver. All got well in the story but only one 



acknowledged God’s healing grace. Barbara Brown Taylor says that the question among us 

should not be "Where are the nine?" but it should be "Where is the tenth?" "Where is the one 

who followed his heart instead of his instructions?" And Taylor continues: “Doesn't the church 

resemble a dutiful procession of cleansed lepers who are "doing the right thing by the temple"?  

But where is the one who wheels around to return the wildness of God’s love?  

Yes - it was the tenth leper who gave us an image of a life lived in gratitude, which I call 

“radical thanks-living”. He was the one who realized that it was God’s grace, God’s act of love 

that he was made new. It was the tenth leper who models for us how to give thanks, to express 

thanks and to live thanks. He stepped out of bounds and went beyond faithful obedience to 

discover the wildness of God’s grace. The tenth leper taught us that life lived in gratitude is a 

life that finds meaning, healing and a new beginning. Theologian Karl Barth said that the basic 

human response to God is gratitude, not fear and trembling, not guilt and dread, but 

thanksgiving-gratefulness.   To have faith is to live faith, and to live faith is to give thanks.  

Living into a real life of gratitude is to live a life of faith 

As we celebrate Thanksgiving in our homes and families this week, let us be reminded that 

radical thanksgiving is living out the faith. It is to return to the Giver of Life all that we have 

received in sheer gratitude for this gift called life. Remember the tenth leper. The one who was 

made whole and whose heart break open into praise and gratitude. Remember the tenth leper – 

the one who step out of the line of the dutiful to give thanks with a freeing, joyful heart in 

celebration of God’s abundant grace. More than that, we are people who God is in the process 

of making whole . . . of completing and bringing together and finishing. And I don’t know about 

you, but the prospect of being made whole is enough to make me turn around, rush back again 

to Jesus, and say thank you, salamat, gamsahamnida, xie-xie, toda. Rejoice and give thanks. 

Live thanks. Amen.  
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