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My grandmother on my Mom’s side lived to be over 100 years old, which gave me the chance to get to know her fairly well.  She and my grandfather, who was a church planter and a pastor, never had much in terms of money or material things.  Nanny, as we called her, spent the last 20 plus years of her life in a nursing home in northern Minnesota.  I have many good memories of Nanny, and as I reflect on her life the one characteristic that stands out in my mind is her gratefulness.  When I would visit her I heard a fair amount of complaining from a number of the other residents – complaints about the food, complaints about their rooms, complaints about not getting visitors.  But not Nanny.  Nanny was grateful for everything.  She was grateful that she had a window in her room so she could see the trees change colors in the fall and the snow cover the ground in the winter.  She was grateful for a radio so she could hear Christian music.  She was grateful for the food she ate, for the people who cleaned her room, and for anyone who smiled her way.  When we visited her she would spend the majority of her time thanking us for coming to see her.  And when we would give her the M&Ms she cherished, she would almost fall out of her wheelchair with gratitude. 

And most of all Nanny was grateful to her Jesus.  It was Jesus who gave her hope for her eternal future.  It was Jesus who had saved her from her sins.  It was Jesus who filled her heart with peace and with joy.  It was Jesus who loved her with a never-ending love.  Her room was filled with paintings of Jesus, and her well-worn Bible was never more than arms-length away.  I have known some elderly people to get more and more crotchety and more and more negative as they got older, but not Nanny.  She just got more and more grateful.

For some reason, gratefulness does not seem to come easy to us.  Luke’s Gospel records an event that illustrates just this point.  Here’s how it reads:

Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee.  As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him.  They stood at a distance and called out to him in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!”

When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed.

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice.  He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him – and he was a Samaritan.

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten lepers cleansed?  Where are the other nine?  Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”  Then he said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.”  (Luke 17:11-19)
There are a couple of pieces of background information we need to know to make sense out of this incident.  For one thing, we need to understand just a little bit about leprosy, and second, we need to know something about the difference between the Jews and the Samaritans.  In our day cancer is one of those words we most dread; in biblical times the big scare word was leprosy.  It was a double whammy because the disease not only disfigured you physically, it ostracized you socially. Regardless of your status, you no longer had the option of living with the general society. Instead, you became an outcast. 

In his book “The Cross and the Crown,” Frank Slaughter writes this about leprosy: 
 Wherever he went the leper was required to announce his presence with the mournful cry of “Unclean! Unclean!”, a signal for all to draw away lest they be contaminated by the dreaded scourge. Lepers could mingle only with their own kind and could not enter the Temple at Jerusalem nor any walled city on pain of being lashed with not less than forty lashes. Since all religious authorities admitted to being utterly without power to cure the leper, what help the leper obtained could come only from God. 
The other background piece we need to understand is the identity of the Samaritans.  The Samaritans were second-class citizens, half-Jewish and half-pagan.  The Jews of Jesus day looked down their noses at the Samaritans, even refusing to walk through Samaria.  They assumed the worst about the Samaritans, and apparently the Samaritans had often enough lived down to their expectations.

According to Luke, Jesus and his disciples are on their way to Jerusalem when they come across this motley crew of ten lepers, one of whom is not only a leper but also a Samaritan.  As the Jewish law required, the band of ten keep their distance from Jesus, but they clearly know Jesus’ reputation for being a miracle-worker.  And so the group yells out to him, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!”  And notice Jesus’ response.  He doesn’t go over to the group and talk with them.  He doesn’t lay hands on them and pray for them.  He doesn’t say, “Be healed.”  He simply yells back to them, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.”

So what’s with that?  Imagine that you were in serious debt.  You had no money in your bank account and you had bills piling up on your desk, including a bill from the IRS for back taxes totaling thousands of dollars, and on top of it you’re out of work.  You go to Jesus and ask him to have pity on you.  You’re hoping, of course, that he’ll help you get a job, or maybe loan you money, or give you a check to cover your bills.  Instead Jesus simply says, “Go to the IRS office.”  And you would think, “Why would I do that?  I have no money to give them.  If anything they’re going to arrest me.  That’s the last place I’m going to go.”

And that’s a little how the lepers must have felt.  Why would they, as lepers, go show themselves to the priests, who will simply tell them to go away because they are unclean?  If Jesus had healed them of their leprosy first, then it would have made sense to show themselves to the priests, because they would need the priests’ blessing before they could rejoin society, but the fact is that they’re still sick.  For those lepers to head off to the priests while they still have leprosy is like us heading off to the IRS while we’re still broke and out of work.

But notice what the lepers did – they went.  Jesus told them to go show themselves to the priests, and they went.  And it was only when they did what Jesus told them to do that they were healed.  I wish I always did that.  I wish I could say that I always do what Jesus tells me to do even before he does what I ask him to do, but I don’t.  Too often I say to Jesus, “If you’ll just do this for me, then I will do what you ask me to do.  Please, Jesus, do this for me, and then I’ll go where you want me to go and do what you want me to do.”  

The lepers didn’t do that.  Before Jesus healed them, and without any assurance that Jesus was going to heal them, they did what he said; they went off to show themselves to the priests.  And while they went, as they obeyed Jesus, they were healed.  Imagine you go to Jesus to ask for money, and he says, “Go to the IRS.”  You don’t quite get it, but you go.  And as you go you suddenly notice your wallet feeling a lot fatter.  You reach back, pull it out, and there in your wallet is all the money you need to pay the IRS the taxes you owe.

And that’s often how it works in our walk with God.  We ask God for something and his response to us is, “Do what I say.  Obey me.  Trust me.”  And that’s hard to do, isn’t it?  We’d like a little proof first; we’d like some assurance that God is going to come through before we set off on the course he’s laid out for us.  But we walk by faith, not by sight.  It is often the case in our Christian lives that God only acts when we first obey.  And so we obey.  When Jesus says go, we go, and as we go, Jesus goes to work.

But there’s more to the story.  As the ten lepers head off to see the priests, the miracle happens – they’re healed!  Try to imagine their excitement for a moment.  Imagine how you would feel if on the way to the IRS you realized your wallet was suddenly and miraculously filled with thousands and thousands of dollars.  Even as Norwegian and impassive as I am, I have to think I would jump around and do a dance of joy and find someone to tell the good news to.  I have to imagine the ten lepers hugged each other and laughed and then took off running as fast as they could.  But here comes the point – where did they run?  Nine of them kept on going where they had been going, to show themselves to the priests.  But one of them turned around.  One of them thought to himself, “Before I go to the priests, I need to do something.  I need to go back and thank Jesus.  Before I do anything else, I need to thank the one who has made me well.”  And that one person, Luke makes sure to tell us, was the Samaritan.  The last person Jesus’ disciples would have expected to do the right thing was the one person who did.  Look again at how Luke records what happened:

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice.  He threw himself at Jesus’ feet, and thanked him – and he was a Samaritan.

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed?  Where are the other nine?  Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”  Then he said to him, “Rise and go; your faith has made you well.”  (Luke 17:15-19)
We are here tonight because we have learned the lesson of the Samaritan leper.  We are here because we understand the importance of gratefulness.  I might be wrong about this, but my reading of the Gospels tells me that this is the only time any one Jesus healed ever thanked him.  On other occasions we read that people were amazed and that they praised God, but I believe this to be the only time where someone came back to Jesus and said, “Thank you.”  And we are here tonight to do just that, to make sure we say “thank you” to Jesus for all he’s done for us and all he’s given us.  

Rudyard Kipling was a poet and short story writer; he lived from 1865 to 1936.  Born in India, he wrote a number of famous children’s stories, like “The Jungle Book,” and numerous poems, including “Gunga Din.”  One day a British newspaper reporter cynically came up to Mr. Kipling and said; “Mr. Kipling, I just read that somebody calculated that the money you make from your writings amounts to over one hundred dollars a word.” Mr. Kipling raised his eyebrows and said, “Really, I certainly wasn’t aware of that!”  The reporter reached into his pocket and pulled out a one hundred dollar bill – a significant amount of money at that time – gave it to Mr. Kipling and said, “Here’s a one hundred dollar bill. Now give me one of your one hundred dollar words.” Rudyard Kipling looked at that piece of currency for a moment, then he folded it up and put it in his pocket and said, “Thanks!” 
The word “thanks” is certainly a most valuable word, a $100 word.  Tomorrow is an American holiday we call Thanksgiving.  It will hopefully be a fun day for each of us, a day to enjoy terrific food and the company of people we love.  But let’s make sure that we don’t forget to stop and give thanks to God for his goodness and his grace.  Psalm 107:1 says, “Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures forever.”  
And if you’re struggling to find things to be thankful for, if things just don’t seem to be falling your way lately, you might find this short prayer I found to be helpful.  Here’s what one person prayed:
I am Thankful for......... 

....the taxes I pay 
....because it means I’m employed. 

....the clothes that fit a little too snug 
....because it means I have enough to eat. 


....a lawn that needs mowing, windows that need cleaning and gutters that need fixing 
....because it means I have a home. 
....the spot I find at the far end of the parking lot 
....because it means I am capable of walking. 

....my huge heating bill 
....because it means I am warm. 
....all the complaining I hear about our government 
....because it means we have freedom of speech. 

....the lady behind me in church who sings off key. 
....because it means that I can hear. 
....the piles of laundry and ironing 
....because it means my loved ones are nearby. 
....the alarm that goes off in the early morning hours 
....because it means that I’m alive. 

....weary and achy muscles at the end of the day 
....because it means I have been productive.

Let me encourage you to take some time at the dinner table tomorrow to have each person give thanks to God for something He’s done in their lives this year.  And let’s start right now by bowing our heads and telling God how thankful we are to be called his people.
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