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11 On the way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. 12 As he entered a village, ten men with skin diseases approached him. Keeping their distance from him, 13 they raised their voices and said, “Jesus, Master, show us mercy!”

14 When Jesus saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” As they left, they were cleansed. 15 One of them, when he saw that he had been healed, returned and praised God with a loud voice. 16 He fell on his face at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. He was a Samaritan. 17 Jesus replied, “Weren’t ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? 18  No one returned to praise God except this foreigner?” 19 Then Jesus said to him, “Get up and go. Your faith has healed you.”


It is amazing how God works.  All week I think about our scripture for the coming Sunday and God always helps bring to mind what I have been reading in the Bible.  This week after the 20th time of saying to my children, “what do you say?” after someone had given them a free ice cream cone at the fair or someone had opened the door for them to enter Taekwondo, I realized that giving thanks is not always about just saying the words.  Giving thanks is about an appreciative attitude toward life.  I remember when I first taught this Bible story to preschool children in chapel, I focused on the importance of saying “Thank you.”  We want our children to have good manners, we want them to say “Thank you.”  But this story is not about manners.  9 lepers took their gifts, their cures, and ran.  The 10th leper stopped to think about the significance of the gift he had been given and to respond to that gift.  He probably responded the same way when someone gave him food, when a sick friend shared space in a dry cave, or when he saw a beautiful sunset. This attitude was a big part of the faith that made him whole.


Do you remember Pollyanna?  Pollyanna was a children’s book written in 1913 and later made into a movie in 1920 and 1960.  Pollyanna is a young orphan who goes to live with her rich but stern Aunt Polly.  Pollyanna's philosophy of life centers on what she calls "The Glad Game", an optimistic attitude she learned from her father. The game consists of finding something to be glad about in every situation. It originated in an incident one Christmas when Pollyanna, who was hoping for a doll in the missionary barrel, found only a pair of crutches inside. Making the game up on the spot, Pollyanna's father taught her to look at the good side of things—in this case, to be glad about the crutches because "we didn't need to use them!"


Once when Pollyanna’s Aunt Polly puts her in a stuffy attic room without carpets or pictures, she rejoices at the beautiful view from the high window; when Aunt Polly tries to punish Pollyanna for being late to dinner by sentencing her to a meal of bread and milk in the kitchen with the servant Nancy, Pollyanna thanks her rapturously because she likes bread and milk, and she likes Nancy.


Pollyanna's optimism is put to the test when she gets hit by a car and loses the use of her legs. At first she doesn't realize the seriousness of her situation, but her spirits plummet when she is told what happened to her. After that, she lies in bed, unable to find anything to be glad about. Then the townspeople begin calling at Aunt Polly's house, eager to let Pollyanna know how much her encouragement has improved their lives; and Pollyanna decides she can still be glad that she at least has her legs.


Do we look at our lives with appreciation, identify our blessings, and learn disciplines that cultivate gratitude?  In our scripture 10 lepers are healed but only 1 comes back to say thanks to Jesus for the healing. The other 9 are off down the road to find the priests, who would, as was the custom, inspect the lepers and verify their cleanliness.  Only then could the lepers be re-admitted to the temple and so be freed from their status as the outcast unclean.  The one who turns back is different. He is different in his very identity: he is doubly outcast as a leper and a foreigner, a Samaritan.  And he stops to say thanks.  Luke’s Gospel uses the outsider to make a point, as he did in his familiar parable about that “Good Samaritan,” where the outcast foreigner acts as a neighbor to the one in need, crossing the lines of taboo to tend to the wounded man in the ditch.


Jesus teaches in parables that disorient his listeners with the shock of the new; he shows them that God is close at hand, in your neighbor, in an act of compassion, a touch of healing. The kingdom is in the midst of you, take notice.  In the Samaritan and his act of thanksgiving, we see Jesus teaching in this alternative way. So, what is it about saying thanks that shows us the new way of God?  Saying thanks demands attention to the moment. Thanks demands our recognition that the present moment is all we have. We appreciate what is, right here and now, not what could be. We give thanks for what we have. 


Can you imagine your day not rushing from thing to thing, as the 9 lepers rushed, but stopping to take note of the reality of this moment?  Saying thanks grounds us in the present moment, not determined by the past or reaching toward the future. When we say thanks we let go of our stored up regrets about yesterday and our fears about tomorrow. It is an alternative way to live in our world, as alternative as the healed leper who returned to say thanks.  As alternative as Jesus.


One way that we say thanks to God is through our financial giving.  Giving is a spiritual discipline; it is an act or a habit that Christians perform that is a means to a deeper faith.  Marcus Borg refers to spiritual disciplines as “The things that Christians do together and individually as a way of paying attention to God.” (The Heart of Christianity, p.189).  If I wanted to be a person deeply committed to prayer, what would I do? I would pray.  If I wanted to be a person who knows and lives his Bible, what would I do? I would read and study it every day and put it into practice.  If I wanted to be sensitive to the needs of others and compassionate toward others, what would I do? I would try to place myself in their shoes and respond accordingly.  

And if I wanted to be a person who is “not storing up treasures on earth where moth corrupts and rust decays and thieves break in and steal, but rather storing up treasures in heaven,” I would give…I would let go…I would release my grip on those possessions I cling to so tightly in this life.  Romans 11:33-36 in the Message translation says, “Have you ever come on anything quite like this extravagant generosity of God, this deep, deep wisdom? It's way over our heads. We'll never figure it out. Is there anyone around who can explain God? Anyone smart enough to tell him what to do? Anyone who has done him such a huge favor that God has to ask his advice? Everything comes from him; Everything happens through him; Everything ends up in him. Always glory! Always praise!”  Giving back to God is an act of worship and gratitude.  It is a way of saying thank you to God.  All that we have is God’s, it is because of God that we have anything at all. 


Meister Eckhart said, “If the only prayer you said was thank you, that would be enough.” If we begin there, with a simple thank you to God, then the rest will follow. Thanks first. Thanks always. Thanks in everything. One of the greatest gifts we can give to each other in Christian community is that of helping one another cultivate a spirit of gratitude. If we do this, the glad hearts and generous spirits will follow. After all, gratitude begets more gratitude, and the more gratitude you have the more abundance you see. Begin by saying “Thank you, Jesus.” That is enough. Really.

