October 12, 2007
Luke 17:11-19
Sermon: “What Are the Odds on Gratitude?” Rev. Bob Jack

Text:“ Then one..turned back, prai si nc

South Korea is the only Christian nation in all of Asia. One
research group asserts that over 40% of the Korean population is
Christian. And the largest of the Christian groups in Korea is the
Presbyterian Church. In fact, there are more Presbyterians in Korea
than there are in the United States. The largest single Presbyterian
congregation in the world is the Young Nak Church in Seoul, with
nearly 100,000 members.

How did this happen? Marj Carpenter, in her little book on
Presbyterian missions says it is because we had good missionaries
in Korea. She says, “the church has grown there [because] we
stood with the Koreans when they were persecuted. When you
stand with people when they are persecuted, the church grows
every time.”

She tells of a time when Korea was under military occupation

by the Japanese Army. And when the army herded up all the



lepers in Korea and attempted to march them into the sea in order
to get rid of them all Dr. Robert Wilson, a Presbyterian missionary
and medical doctor threw himself in front of that column of lepers,
and at great risk to his own life, rescued them from certain death.
And that was in a time when you thought that if you touched
leprosy, you got it.

Our Church bought land and opened a leprosy hospital, and
when the lepers were cured but couldn’t go back into society, we
gave them little plots of land where they had gardens, and raised
chickens, and eventually built a church of their own. That’s the
power of the gospel of Jesus Christ!

I’ve never met a leper, personally. I’ve read stories about
them, like this story. But I think I know enough about lepers to
visualize them in my mind: Disfigured bodies, covered with 0ozing
sores, losing fingers and toes, arms and legs, so that it’s extremely
difficult to walk and talk and carry on the normal routines of life

that you and | take for granted. And no matter how these people



look or sound or smell, they are always outcasts — despised, feared,
rejected by “polite society.”

I dare say that you and I don’t give much thought to leprosy.
That’s because, thankfully, it has been all but eradicated in these
United States. But it still exists in other parts of the world.

So who are our lepers? What about that homeless person you
pass on the way to work nearly every day? She lies on top of that
metal furnace vent, trying to keep off the winter chills. You’ve
probably seen her smoking a used butt she picked up in the trash
and thought, “Huh! If she didn’t spend all her money on cigarettes
and cheap wine, maybe she’d have a home of her own.”

She, and others like her, are lepers, living on the fringe of
society. We hate the way they look, resent what they stand for
(which is to say, the failure of greatest nation on earth to care for
all of its own), and we generally avoid dealing with them if we can
help it.

We want to keep a wall between them and us. And seldom do

we ever cross over that wall, except maybe to say “hello” as we



pass by them on the street and, by accident, our eyes meet their
eyes and out of sheer politeness (because that’s what our mommas
taught us) we nod our heads and say, “hey.” But then we quickly
move on without giving it a second thought.

Or what about people with AIDS? None of us wants to be
near them, or have our kids come anywhere near them. So, again,
we construct all kinds of rationales for condemning them
wholesale: They’re gay, or promiscuous, or drug abusers, or low-
lifes. And to a certain extent, all these labels will apply to some
people with AIDS. But many, many people suffering with
HIV/AIDS are the hapless victims of a spouse or a parent or a
close friend who is one of these things, and has simple passed it
along to someone else. These are the lepers in our own time.

In today’s passage, Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem. And just
as there are many roads to Raleigh or Atlanta, there are dozens of
roads leading to Jerusalem. If you Google-searched the quickest
way to get there, it would tell you to stay on the four-lane bypass

that skirts around the congestion, avoiding the busy little villages



and crowded population centers. But Jesus picks the path that puts
him in touch with the most people — people with needs that he has
to take care of.

Jesus enters a village, and he walks right down Main Street.
Women are busy buying meat and vegetables for the evening meal.
Merchants are hawking their wares. Children are playing hide and
seek between the dusty blankets hanging from tents.

Suddenly, ten lepers appear at the edge of the town square.
You could tell they were coming to town because, by law, they had
to shout out, “Lepers! Lepers!” as a warning to rest of the
population. These lepers were looking for Jesus. They wanted to
meet this man of miracles.

Jesus hears their cries for help. He turns around and sees
them across the dusty square, just waiting there for him to come to
them. So he walks a little closer and, as he does, they cry out again,
“Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”

Without a second thought, Jesus tells them to go to the

temple, see the priests, get examined, just as it says in the book of



Leviticus. And in the blink of an eye — guess what? — the lepers are
cured of their leprosy. Scales fall from their skin. Eyes are opened.
Pain goes away for good. Back to the usual business of life, once
more. The lepers, as you can imagine, leave the temple with shouts
of joy and gladness, because they’ve been given new lives.

Ten lepers healed; ten lepers on their way to a new existence.
But only one of them stops in the midst of his shouting to turn
around and go back to thank Jesus. And he was a stranger in that
crowd; a foreigner; a Samaritan. He offers praise and thanksgiving
with both his body and his voice. Ten received healing. One
returns thanks. But the one who returned with praise and
thanksgiving got a physical and a spiritual healing. His faith makes
him healthy and whole.

Isn’t that kind of like the way it is with us? We’re all the time
asking and praying for a healing of one kind or another: “Pray for
my aunt Emma who has cancer...Pray for my uncle Ned who
needs a job...Pray for my best friend whose marriage is falling

apart.”



But how often do we hear someone saying, “I just give
thanks to God for who he is, and what he’s done for me and my
faith, even 1f I don’t get a physical healing...I praise God for
giving my brother new life, even though he’s still dealing with
cancer...I lost that job, but I found God and that’s more important,
because he’s everything to me.”

How often do we hear those kinds of prayers of thanksgiving
sprinkled in among our prayers of petition? What’re the odds on
gratitude? Maybe one prayer in ten?

This time of year we start gearing up for the Christmas rush. |
know, most of you don’t want to hear me say that, but it’s the
truth. Christmas comes early and we begin planning for it way too
early. We start making our lists of people we want to give gifts to.
We start by remembering those people we exchanged gifts with
last year — our parents, our children, our neighbors and friends. But
we also include some people in the mix because we’d kinda, sorta
like to see what gifts we might get from them in return: You know,

that rich uncle, or that eccentric aunt. Come on, admit it! Aren’t



there some folks on your Christmas list who are there because
you’re hoping and predicting that they’ll be giving you a nice gift
in return? Yuh,

But there are those times when we’re caught off guard. When
we get an unexpected gift from someone we just never thought
would think of us. So, what do we do? How do we respond? Well,
we just go right on out and buy them something and hope we get to
them before Christmas Day.

In a way, you and I are terrible at receiving gifts. We almost
feel as if we’re under a debt of obligation to someone just because
that person gave us a gift. So we just have to return the favor. What
we really prefer are even exchanges.

Ten lepers are healed. Nine go on their way. One returns to
give thanks. When it comes to returning gifts and offering
thanksgiving to God we are more like the nine who go about their
business, rather than the one who returns to give thanks. Our

natural tendency is to be like the nine, rather than the one.



Thank goodness Jesus takes the winding, country road rather
than the four-lane interstate. Thank goodness he still desires to
meet up with and encounter people like those ten lepers in
Samaria. Thank goodness he still wants to meet ordinary people,
like you and me. And Jesus is still giving gifts, thank goodness.

And the gifts that Jesus gives are gifts of healing and
acceptance and joy. Now, some of you have experienced, against
all odds, a healing in your life or in the life of someone close to
you. One of those healings that seems to defy the statistics of the
medical community. And all of us have experienced minor medical
healings whether it’s the end of a headache or the mark of stitches
covering where they took out our appendix.

Some of us have come through bouts with depression, and we
consider that a victory. All of us have walked through dark, lonely,
painful nights. Some of us have experienced broken bones, and
others broken bodies; still others, broken hearts. We have been
ostracized, some of us, and teased, and put down. And all of us,

every single person here today, have been healed in some way. We



have been found. We have been touched. We have encountered the
living Christ. We have received mercy and grace. We have been
cleansed.

Through Jesus, the blind receive their sight, the lame walk,
the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the
poor have good news preached to them. No response is required.
No debt is owed. We can choose to go on our way like the other
nine, and many of us do. We can choose to be like the Samaritan
who returned to praise God. And many of us do, too.

You and | are the hands, heart, eyes and ears of God. As the
apostle Paul puts it, we are “special utensils, dedicated and useful
to the owner of the house, ready for every good work.” We can
serve others in Jesus’ name. We can share what God has
generously given us. We can tell what God has done for us. We
can touch those others that Jesus would touch — the poor, the

rejected, the abused, the lonely.

10



Ten were healed. Nine went on their way. One returned. Are
you the one? Get up and go on your way. Your faith has made you

well.
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