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Forget Something?
Luke 17:11-19

11 On the way to Jerusalem Jesus feet and thanked him. And he was a Samaritan.17Then Jesus asked, ‘Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they? 18Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?’ 19Then he said to him, ‘Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.’
approached him. Keeping their distance, 13they called out, saying, ‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!’ 14When he saw them, he said to them, ‘Go and show yourselves to the priests.’ And as they went, they were made clean. 15Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. 16He prostrated himself at Jesus’ was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he entered a village, ten lepers 
Last December, the NPR program This American Life told the story of an outbreak of measles in San Diego.  It started with one family that decided not to vaccinate their children against the disease.  While they were on vacation in Switzerland, the boy became infected with the disease and unknowingly brought it home with him.  By the time health department officials determined the illness was measles, hundreds of people had been exposed – everyone from passengers on the plane to people in the doctor’s office and classmates.  One of the children who was exposed was a 10-month-old little girl who had not yet been vaccinated -- the vaccine cannot be administered until the age of 12 months.  One day when she and her mom went to pre-school they were told to report to the director’s office.  The health department official waiting for them in the principal’s office told them that they, along with all the other families in the preschool, had been exposed to the disease.  Children who had not been vaccinated were now considered to be a public health risk and had to go home immediately.  Not only did they have to go home, but the children could not leave the property for three weeks.  Every other day the health department called to make sure the baby had remained confined and not exposed anyone else.  Her mom and dad took turns staying with her.  Their routine involved spending the morning playing upstairs, and then at lunchtime they would move to play downstairs – it was a mid-day change of scenery. The mother said she was afraid to take her child outside to blow bubbles on the driveway – their own property –because of the stares and looks they got from the neighbors.  The package delivery driver left packages with neighbors, and the pizza driver refused to come to the door.  By the end of the epidemic, 11 children in San Diego contracted the disease, and 60 others were quarantined.  This child did not contract the measles, but was still quarantined, still labeled “unclean.”  Society looked at the family differently, treated them differently.  People were afraid to come near – even those who were vaccinated.

That story is very different than our reading for today.  Three weeks of quarantine is nothing compared to being a leper in Jesus’ time.  First, what we often think of when we think of “leprosy” – feet and fingers falling off, paralysis, and the body gradually disintegrating -- is something called Hansen’s Disease.  The disease we read about this morning was something closer to what we know as psoriasis – a skin disease that you or I could treat with over the counter medication or with a visit to the dermatologist.  Those who were called “lepers” in Jesus day may not have has psoriasis, but perhaps another skin condition.  Leprosy was loosely defined, but once someone was placed in the category of “leper” everyone was treated the same.

Lepers were feared by the community.  Because of that fear they were ostracized and shunned.  There were no lotions or portions that could get rid of the disease, and it was highly contagious.  The thinking was that lepers had to be easily identified so people would not come near them and contract the disease.  If only one member of a family caught it, there was chaos -- husbands and wives were separated and children were sent away from their parents.  If you had the disease, you had to wear torn clothing, rags really, so you could be easily identified.  Your mouth had to be covered at all times to avoid breathing on anyone.  Everyone stayed at least 6 feet away from you.  Forget being worried about the toddler blowing bubbles at the end of the driveway – as a leper you could not shop, you could not work, and you were dependent on the kindness of strangers for everything.  Forget about living in town - -you were exiled to the edges.  Those who cared for lepers wore the ancient equivalent of hazmat suits, and then burned that clothing when they were done.  When lepers came into a village or city they had to cover their bodies and faces entirely, calling out 'Unclean, unclean' as they walked the streets.  In the synagogue they were sequestered to a small room off the main room, usually about 6 x 10 or so, where they could peer out a tiny barred window and maybe hear the teaching and worship.

Can you imagine living your life this way, living on the outside of society, looking in, praying for a cure, praying for relief, praying for a different kind of life?  Imagine if you were one of the 10 who saw Jesus that day.  What was your life like until that moment when you saw him? How long has it been since you felt the touch of someone else’s hand?  Ate food you selected or prepared for yourself - -not food that was tossed to you from 6 feet away?  What did it feel like to breathe the air directly, not through the fabric over your mouth?

And then one day you see this stranger on the edge of town.  Maybe you know who he is.  Maybe you have heard the rumors, the whisperings.  As you come closer, you see that it is Jesus, and you cry out for him to have mercy on you.  You call him by name, praying for a miracle.  That was how it happened – Jesus and his disciples were on the edge of the village with a group of 10 of the least acceptable people in society gathered around them begging for mercy.  Unlike the other places we read about Jesus healing lepers, he does not touch them here.  Jesus simply calls out to them – “Go and show yourselves to the priests.”  And with those words the people ran off towards the synagogue.  Maybe they knew in that instant that something had happened.  Maybe the itching stopped, or their skin did not feel so tight.  Maybe they just instinctively know that their lives had been changed.  Jesus sends them to the priests because until a priest certifies them as clean and healed, the lepers cannot not re-enter society.  And as they ran off, they saw the physical evidence of their healing.  They saw the physical change that happened as they ran, but only one responded to Jesus. He took off running in the same joy and excitement as the others.  He was excited, and thrilled to see the lesions close, the sores heal.  But something made him stop and turn back.  Back to the one who had touched him, who had welcomed him, who had changed his life.  And he prostrated himself at the feet of the healer, at the feet of Jesus and he said 2 words: “Thank you.”

I find myself not wanting to come down too hard on the other 9, the 9 who kept running to the synagogue.  I want to say “well, maybe they were caught up in the joy of the moment, and were grateful and intended to thank Jesus.”  With those words, they were healed.  They got their lives back. They could live in town, wear clean clothes and enter public buildings again.  More importantly, they got to go back to families and church and not be ostracized.  They were once again part of their community – the importance of which cannot be understated.  How thrilled was the mother who could finally leave her house and see her friends after 3 weeks of quarantine with a 10 month old? When the driveway was no longer the boundary of how far she could travel with her child?  What did the joy feel like to get out of the house and go to the playground for the first time in 3 weeks?  Maybe the lepers just forgot.  Maybe they were like the children on Christmas morning who find their heart’s desire under the tree and excitedly begin playing, before they think to thank their parents.  Maybe they are like the family that gathers around the table and are so glad to be together that they all start passing plates and eating before grace can be said.  Maybe they are like a patient who has received a diagnosis of a clean bill of health, and rushes out of the doctor’s office without a second glance back.  I want to find a way to excuse their behavior, to make it Ok that they all ran off to find the closest priest, to make it OK that they forgot.  Maybe there is a missing part of the manuscript – verse 19a that says “after they had been to the priest, the 9 returned to offer thanks and praise.”   There isn’t.  They all forgot.  All but one; there was one who stopped in the midst of the frenzy and joy and excitement and praised God in a loud voice and thanked Jesus for his healing.

Ever since the calendar switched from October to November, I have noticed something interesting.  It happens every year, but feels more prevalent this year than it has in years past - -every time I turn around, I read or hear what individuals are giving thanks for this year.  It is interesting and heartwarming to hear about the blessings we all have and to discover for what people are grateful.  We are good examples of the leper who turned around and went back to thank Jesus.  Or are we?  It seems easier to offer thanks this time of year - -something about fall and the harvest, the holidays --  gratitude is a language we speak fluently in during October and November.  We are like the one who came back.  But how well do we speak it the rest of the year?  Will we start our summer cookouts with everyone gathered around the grill listing everything in our lives we are thankful for this year?  Once the holiday season is over and the New Year has begun, do we forget?  What happens in June?  Will we spend August updating our Facebook statuses, blogs and Twitter feeds with lists of what we are grateful for every day?  Or, once this season is over do we act more like the 9, experiencing the blessings and forgetting to say thank you?

We are a people who generally live our lives in gratitude to God, and I see that every day.  The question is this: do we forget to talk about gratitude during the rest of the year in the same way we focus on it this week?  We say grace at meals, but do we give thanks to God for the warmth and sunshine and the sea in the same way we give thanks for leaves and apples and crisp weather?  Do we get so caught up in the joy that life can bring that we run off to celebrate without pausing to look to Jesus and thank him?

Do we sometimes start to take God for granted and not see what God is doing in our lives?  It is interesting to note that the Samaritan, the stranger, is the one who stops to thank Jesus.  He is an outsider to this place, and is not joyfully rushing back to his community, back to his people.  They are far away.  The 9, well, perhaps they took Jesus’ healing for granted - - we are in the 17th chapter of Luke - -Jesus has healed a lot of people, so the argument could be made that they expected it.  Perhaps they assumed that he would heal them as well.  Perhaps they felt entitled, or took for granted the fact that this was how Jesus works.  It is an outsider, someone with a different perspective on Jesus who stops and offers thanks.  How might someone else see our lives?  From a different perspective, would an outsider be thankful for what we take for granted?  What do our lives look like to those who have less – less financial security, less work, less food.  What do our lives look like to those who do not have a church family, a biological family, or a network of friends to offer support, love and encouragement? Are there ways that God has touched our lives that we may not notice, but that would cause someone else to drop to their knees and give thanks?

The word for us this day, when we are getting ready to offer thanks for what God has given us is this:  to continue to offer thanks to God.  To remember to say the words after the tables are cleared, the work-week has started, and the calendar changed – to remember the one who stopped and thanked Jesus for giving him his life.  To shift our perspective to that of someone looking in and wonder what we may be taking for granted, and offer thanks to God for those blessings. Not just on days with parades and turkeys and pumpkin pie, but in every day.  In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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