
Thanksgiving, 2017      10 Lepers 

 Less than a month ago, and I know you’ll remember this, because it was truly 

memorable, we celebrated the 500th anniversary of the Reformation with a marvelous 

skit, performed by Scott and Sharon Shelerud and authored by Jim Allert.  It was a 

humorous skit, which is totally appropriate, because Luther was wicked funny.  And yet 

there were parts of the skit which were also quite moving—also appropriate, because 

Luther was a religious genius who truly grasped the significance of the grace of God.  

One of the things we should have learned from the skit was that Luther lived in a time of 

tremendous tumult.  I know our times seem tumultuous, but our times are nothing as 

compared to theirs; theirs begin where ours leave off, in terms of chaos, confusion, and 

danger.  So much was shifting during this 16th C. in Europe---politically, economically, 

educationally, and theologically.  Nothing seemed secure or reliable or stable anymore, 

including faith and the church.  Sunday morning worship was the center of huge 

controversies.  We occasionally speak in our times of “worship wars” in regards to 

people liking different styles of music or wanting more or less structure or liturgy, but 

again—we don’t have a clue what worship wars really mean.  In the 16th C., opposing 

Christian factions were burning one another at the stake, or breaking into places of 

worship and wantonly destroying masterpieces of painting, sculpture, and mosaic that 

had existed for centuries.  That’s a definition of “worship wars.”  Into this backdrop of 

fear, confusion, and chaos, Luther was asked a simple question:  What is the nature of 

true worship?  What is the nature of true worship?  And he had this simple answer: “The 

10th leper turning back.”  What is the nature of true worship?  The 10th leper turning back.  

One of those marvelous Luther quotes that involves wit, but even more, involves depth.  



This morning we explore for a few minutes the heart of true worship, the 10th leper 

turning back. 

 Our Gospel text today is the familiar story of the 10 lepers, a story that 

often shows up around this time. It is an obvious choice for a Thanksgiving text; it deals 

with the disparity between those who give thanks and those who do not.   In our day we 

may dread cancer or Alzheimer’s; in the first century, leprosy was the dread disease.  

Leprosy could eat away at a person quite literally.  Fingers and toes could die and fall off.  

Skin could be hideously disfigured.  It was not an illness you could hide from others.  

Because of fear of contagion, lepers were outcasts, living in colonies with only other 

lepers for company.  And like cancer or Alzheimer’s or any dread disease, leprosy could 

strike anyone, not merely those of bad reputation and lifestyle, but even the “best” of 

people.  These ten men likely lived lonely, painful and impoverished lives at the time 

they hear that Jesus of Nazareth is traveling near them, coming between Galilee and 

Samaria.  And a quick reminder of geographical theology, a nod to my sabbatical study 

last summer.  Recall that the teeny nation of Israel, the size of New Jersey, was divided 

into three primary locales:  the southern area of Judah, which included the capital city of 

Jerusalem, where good Jews lived; the far northern area of Galilee, where Jesus grew up 

and carried out most of his ministry, where ok kind of Jews lived; and the in between 

region of Samaria, where frankly, the Jews living there were considered hardly Jews at 

all, but vastly inferior in terms of how they observed the law and kept religious life. .  So 

much so that Samaritans were sometimes considered foreigners, even though all three 

areas compromised the ancient Jewish nation of Israel/Palestine. Jesus is born and dies in 

the southern area with the best of the Jews, but he lives and does the bulk of his ministry 



amongst the not quite nice Jews of Galilee, with occasional forays into Samaria, where 

the not nearly good enough Jews lived. That’s how God operates—in unlikely ways and 

places. 

 So, these lepers have more than one strike against them.  Not only are they lepers, 

but they are living in between Galilee, with sort of ok Jews, and Samaria, with not really 

ok at all Jews.  These lepers knew their place, which was far from other healthy people.  

So, from a distance they shout at Jesus, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”  And he does.  

He instructs them to go see the priest, as was required of them in order to re-enter the 

community. As they went, they were healed.  Talk about getting a second chance at life!  

Thank about it! They could now re-enter human community.  They could kiss their wives 

and hug their children.  They could work for a living and regain their dignity.  They could 

worship in the synagogue with others.  The disfigurement, the pain, the misery, are all 

gone.  Surely, for a leper, this is as good as it gets!  We would imagine them to be 

unspeakably happy, grateful, and content!  The kicker, of course, is that only one of the 

ten stops and runs to kneel at Jesus’ feet and return thanks to God.  It would be nice to 

think we’d be the one in ten, but probability suggests we’d be one of the other nine.  So, 

what was up with those other nine? Perhaps they immediately found themselves thinking 

of what next needed to be done---sure, they’re healed, but they still need to go to the 

priest and locate their families and find work and whatever else remains.  It may have 

been hard to savor the moment of healing and think to give thanks.  Or maybe, like most 

of us, they were simply careless with their blessings, unthinking of their abundance and 

good fortune, distracted by other cares or concerns.  For whatever reason, they fail to give 

thanks.  The one in ten who returns to thank God is a Samaritan, one of those not good 



enough at all Jews.   He is the one who has fully recognized the extent of his healing and 

who fully enjoys his state of having been blessed.  10 were healed of leprosy;  but it 

would seem that only 1 was healed of bitterness and ingratitude and fully embraces God’s 

work in his life.  And indeed the word Jesus uses in conversation with  this 10th leper 

implies more than just physical healing.  Jesus says to him, “Your faith has made you 

well.”  And that word “well”, like our English word, suggests a wholeness, a healing of 

body and soul, a complete saving of this man. He is truly and wholly well, this 10th leper 

who turns back, who models true worship. 

 We are not as far removed from these 10 lepers as we might think.  Easily this 

story seems far distant from us in time, place, and circumstance.  But the basic human 

condition they, and especially the 10th leper, exemplify, is one to which I believe we can 

relate.  These lepers are people who have been forced to acknowledge that their bodies 

will let them down.  Isn’t that true for us, also?  Certainly it’s true for those of us aware 

of aging.  Every day, in every way, our bodies are getting older.  Parts wear out.  

Warranties expire.  Things go wrong.  We are not who we were.  Perhaps the older we 

get, the clearer it becomes that our bodies are temporary way stations for us and will not 

and can not last forever.  Our bodies let us down, and that’s not true just for older folks.  

Look at our prayer list—names of all ages, including babies are on that list.  Our bodies, 

our health, are part of a good Creation, which makes them wondrous; and they are part of 

a broken, fallen Creation, which makes them fallible and prone to problems. We may not 

have leprosy, but we understand that our bodies let us down. 

 And consider our point of commonality particularly with the 10th leper, the 

Samaritan.  The one who just isn’t enough.  As a Samaritan, he’s not pure enough, not 



religious enough, not holy enough, not good enough.  And don’t we also struggle with 

those feelings of inadequacies and not being enough or having enough or doing enough.  

Whether we see ourselves through our own eyes, or through the eyes of others as we 

imagine them to be seeing us, aren’t we always somehow lacking?  Not successful 

enough or smart enough or happy enough or good enough?   We may not be part of a 

despised ethnic group, but I believe most of us understand what it means to feel 

unworthy, inadequate, and not enough.  So, maybe these lepers are not so far removed 

from us after all.  Our bodies let us down and we’re not enough! 

 If that is the case, what makes the difference between the 9 who go on their way, 

thankless, and the 10th who changes course in order to return thanks?  Wouldn’t you 

rather be that one than the other 9? The other 9 are doing as told, going to complete the 

ritualistic requirements, going to get on with their lives.  All well and good.  But this 10th 

one, because of his actions, gets to experience something the other 9 don’t.  He gets to 

meet, to speak to, to touch, to worship, Jesus.  He falls at Christ’s feet and gives thanks.  

Given the choice between meeting up with lawyers and professional religious leaders in 

the synagogue or falling at Christ’s feet and giving thanks, wouldn’t you rather do the 

latter?  What is it that makes the difference? 

 Well, let’s look at the text and find out.  In verse 15, we read, “Then one of them, 

when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice.”   What 

was the turning point?  “When he saw that he was healed.”  It’s what he saw, what he 

noticed, how he did his seeing and perceiving that made the difference.   

 And we already know this, I think.  We know that how we perceive things, our 

attitude, our seeing, can make all the difference.  How, for example, do we see people 



who are new to us?  Are they friends waiting to happen?  Enemies waiting to endanger 

us? Competitors waiting to put us down?  How do we see the future?  We explored this 

last week during the sermon.  Is it a dystopian nightmare of chaos and fear, or the realm 

of God, with hope and community?  How do we see ourselves?  Are we blest, forgiven 

and renewed children of God or just people who are always falling short and messing up 

yet again?  How do we see God?  As loving parent or harsh judge?  So much depends on 

how we see.  This 10th leper sees that he is healed.  Because of that he sees who Jesus is.  

He sees that he has something for which to be thankful.  He sees that he needs to change 

direction to give thanks; to model for us the true heart of worship.  And so, while we are 

called to many things throughout our lives, perhaps this one calling in our life of faith is a 

constant: we are called to see.  To notice.  To have an awareness that leads to gratitude. 

 Our choir sang the ever-so-beautiful John Rutter song this morning, “Look at the 

World”.  It’s all about looking, about seeing, about perceiving reality through a grateful 

set of lenses.  Did you catch the words?  

(Look at the world: Everything all around us, Look at the world: and marvel everyday. 

Look at the world: So many joys and wonders, So many miracles along our way.) 

 

Look at the earth: Bringing forth fruit and flower,  

Look at the sky: The sunshine and the rain 

Look at the hills, look at the trees and mountains, Valley and flowing river field and plain 

 

Think of the spring, Think of the warmth of summer, 



Bringing the harvest before the winters cold 

Everything grows, everything has a season, Til' it is gathered to the fathers fold 

 

Every good gift, all that we need and cherish, Comes from the lord in token of his love 

We are his hands, stewards of all his bounty, His is the earth and his the heavens above 

 

Praise to thee O Lord for all creation, give us thankful hearts that we may see 

All the gifts we share and every blessing, All things come of thee. 

 

The nature of true worship is the 10th leper turning back.  The one who sees God. Who 

looks at the world and sees God at work, healing, blessing, and proving abundance.  May 

we be that 10th leper.  Amen.  
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