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Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7; Psalm 66:1-11; 2 Timothy 2:8-15; Luke 17:11-19
Today’s gospel about Jesus healing the ten lepers is a favorite of many preachers on the subject of Thanksgiving.  Ten lepers were healed.  Only one returned to give thanks.  “Where are the other nine?” the preacher asks.  And then he or she follows with a sermon on the importance of thanksgiving, and relate it to stewardship, and how we give with thankful hearts.  And yes, you’ve heard me preach this very sermon.

But something additional catches my eye this time around reading the story in Luke 17.  As I mentioned last week, he is on his way to Jerusalem, but for some reason, he has taken an odd way there, a way that goes through the despised area called Samaria.  Samaria is the home of those dreaded Samaritans we hear Jesus talk about in parables.  And we know that the Samaritans are enemies of the Jews.  
Interestingly, the Samaritans are also believers of YHWH; they consider themselves sons of Jacob the same as the Jews.  They simply believed that their place of worship was Mt. Gerizim, and the Jews claimed Jerusalem as their happy home.  And they practiced a few different legal traditions concerning the cleaning of vessels.  That made them enemies of the Jews.  (Now before we smugly laugh at all this pettiness, I’d think about it for a moment…we in the Church today aren’t much different from them.)
Earlier in this gospel, the Samaritans reject Jesus (9:51-56), probably not because he was Jesus, but because he was faithfully Jewish.  And out there in foreign territory Jesus meets a gang of lepers, outcasts because of their terribly disfiguring skin disease.  Jesus meets these lepers on his way into a village, but they were not actually living in the village.   Leviticus, a book of the law directed that they were to be outcasts.  They probably begged and foraged at the town dump.  Then they probably camped in tents on some back field.  To be a leper was not only to suffer physical pain and isolation, but also psychological, social, spiritual, and financial pain and isolation.

The ten call out to Jesus.  As it was, whenever someone came near them or they came near someone else, they were required as the book of Leviticus prescribed, to call out in a loud voice, “Unclean!  Unclean!” (Lev. 13:45).  Also, they were required to keep a distance of about 50 feet from others.
In addition, on this occasion that Jesus comes near, they call out, “Master,” begging him for healing.  And Jesus simply speaks, telling them to go and show the priests that they are “clean,” that they have been made whole, that they have been saved.  By the way, the words “saved” and “salvation” in the bible actually mean “healed.” 
Well, they go and do as he tells them.  Biblical law required that the priests had to validate when someone was healed so that the person could be officially restored to society.  Jesus has broken a biblical boundary.  (Imagine that!)  He has reached out to social outcasts who were deemed to be untouchable.  He has had compassion on those whom everyone else, especially the religious elite, avoided.  
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And one returns to give thanks.  When Jesus asks, “Where are the other nine,” it might be a rebuke of the other nine.  But then, the nine are only doing what Jesus told them to do.  They are fulfilling the law to go to the temple and show themselves to the priests.  
They had good reasons for not returning.  They had new lives:  they could return to their families, get new clothes, be restored to their former social standing.  Whole new lives awaited them.  They were distracted by their gift.  But one of them comes back to give thanks to a new “temple” named Jesus.  This one came, overflowing with gratitude and praise for Jesus.  And Jesus marvels at the gratitude of this “foreigner.”

Maybe, just maybe, Jesus is making a point, not about ungrateful Samaritans, these outsiders.  Maybe he is making a point about us, we who are insiders.  We have been given so much.  But when you are an insider, a member of the “family,” you tend to expect certain things, and what was once a gift becomes a right.  And who gives thanks for their rights?

Jesus’ critics charge, “This man receives sinners and eats with them.”  Earlier in this gospel, a sinful woman comes in to a meal where Jesus is present.  She falls all over him, lets down her hair and washes his feet, and weeps and worships him because he has forgiven her sin.  Another instance of an outsider being thankful and doing something about it.  And the insiders are shocked at his treatment of her, allowing her to touch him, sinful, unclean outsider that she is.  Earlier he told a story about an unfortunate man who was beaten and left nearly dead in a ditch.  No righteous insider helped the man, only an outsider, another Samaritan.

We often speak of the need for spiritual conversion, of transformation.  Who was converted in the story of Jesus and the lepers?  Was it the man who showed heart-felt gratitude to Jesus for being healed, or was it the followers of Jesus, who listened and watched, who were converted into a new understanding of the wide reach of God’s love?
We, the church are no different from the Pharisees.  Our enlightened positions on everything make us superior.  We love to criticize or shun as an “outsider” anyone who believes the slightest bit differently from the way we believe.  
I imagine that Bishop Sisk has raised a few hackles with his letter to the Diocese about the gay Rutgers student who was harassed and exposed, and was so bullied and humiliated that he committed suicide.   And, I will receive an email or two, criticizing me and questioning why I read such a letter in church.  

We don’t realize that we are actually despising “Samaritans,” those brothers and sisters who are believers, part of the very family of God that we belong to.  
I believe that we grieve the very heart of Jesus with our lack of thankfulness and compassion, but more than that, our actual self-righteous anger for what God has done and wants to do in the world.   I believe that we grieve the very heart of Jesus with our lack of vision, our lack of understanding, our lack of generosity, and our lack of love.  And if we as Christians can follow this story in the news and not feel grief, remorse, and disgust at what happened at Rutgers, how can we say that the love of God lives in us?
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We are distracted from being faithful, thankful children of God by the bounty of our blessing, our self-righteousness, and our spiritual pride.  We willingly give ourselves over to our personal agendas and crusades, forgetting that these things are only part of the big picture—God’s living, breathing, dynamic plan—and then we are stingy toward God and our neighbor, squelching God’s dream and intention for the Kingdom.
Friends, Jesus is taking us up short in this Gospel.   He’s not so much praising an outsider as he is calling to task the insiders.  Jesus is talking about “those things left undone,” in the words of our prayer book confession.  We on the inside are often complacent.  We are not as thankful as we should be or as thankful as are outsiders.  And we often don’t express our thankfulness by being generous to Christ’s work in the Church according to how much we should and we can.  
Do we honor God with faithful, committed prayer and worship, with loving the outsider as if there is no such thing as an outsider, and with giving God our very best financial commitment, instead of a tip, our first fruits instead of leftovers?

The truth is that when it comes to the Kingdom of God and showing our love for God and God’s people, and God’s truth, we ourselves sometimes act more like outsiders than outsiders.   The fact that we even think there are outsiders shows how far we are from Christ’s call on our lives.

Bottom line question for each one of us to ask ourselves this morning:  Am I in, or am I out?
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