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Sermon: Thanksgiving Sunday 2009
Scripture Reading

Luke 17:11-19

“On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee. 12 As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping their distance, 13 they called out, saying, "Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!" 14 When he saw them, he said to them, "Go and show yourselves to the priests." And as they went, they were made clean. 15 Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. 16 He prostrated himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him. And he was a Samaritan. 17 Then Jesus asked, "Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they?  18 Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?"  19 Then he said to him, "Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well."  

[Begin by describing my grandmother’s dining table which, in my mind’s eye, was 100 feet long!] 

Imagine another true story--a Thanksgiving feast at an endless table that extends as far as you can see. You are seated with people from countries all over the world who are sharing in its bounty. Sitting beside you s a woman by the name of Gorreti, a widowed mother of seven. She turns to you and thanks you for supporting Heifer--for your gifts of hope and transformation. And then her eyes sadden for a moment as she recalls her life before. You see, distrust, desolation I underwent can only be understood by God,” says Gorreti. You see, following the death of her husband she learned that she too was HIV positive. 

“Then I learned about Heifer project,” the woman tells you. She smiles at her son on the other side of her and goes on to tell about the gift she received from the Heifer Project--a calf that the family named “Fortunate.” She tells how the gift has helped her family by improving their nutrition and income and how it has made them closer. “The gift gave me hope,” she said. “Even if I die, my family will survive.” The family across the table nods and smiles as Gorreti explains how she passed the first female offspring on to them. Their lives have been blessed too. 

The lives are real. The table is a metaphor. It represents both thanks and giving, which is what Thanksgiving celebrations are meant to be. To you, Gorreti and many others say “Thanks for giving!” Your story goes to show how the support of the Heifer project brings thousands upon thousands of thankful people to the table of life. 
And this is what Thanksgiving is all about—blessing others as we have been blessed.

This morning’s scripture has something to teach us about this.

Let’s take a closer look….

Today’s Scripture reading comes to us from writer Luke, 

who was known as “the beloved Physician.” 

With this in mind, 

it is not surprising 
that he chose to tell about this particular incident in which persons were  healed.

The mindset of the people of that day


was that persons with leprosy and other diseases

were being punished by God 

for some horrendous sin 

that either they or their parents had committed.
The disease of leprosy was so ugly and contagious 

that persons who had the disease 
were expelled from their homes 

and forced to live in colonies.

It was the law--stated clearly in the Book of Leviticus which reads, 

"If you have a dreaded skin disease you must wear torn clothes, leave your hair uncombed, cover the lower part of your face, and call out, "Unclean! Unclean!" You …must live outside the camp, away from others"
 

As the New Testament Scripture indicates,

lepers were apparently allowed to enter the villages 
but were required to keep their distance  

when doing so.

It is understandable why people were afraid of them.

--for in that day, 

there was no known cure for the disease.

For this reason, no one dared come near them
 --no one would touch them, 
nor handle anything they had touched. 
 And this is why today’s narrative is so amazing.

Let’s take a look again at today’s Scripture:

It begins with the ten lepers calling out to Jesus from a distance: 
"Jesus, Master! Have mercy on us!"

We notice that they do not cry out, “Heal us!”

For they too believed that they are being punished because of sin.

 
They believed that what they needed was God’s mercy
--then could they could be healed.

But Jesus knew that these persons more than mercy
was grace.

Jesus the Healer saw their pain, not only their physical pain 
--but also the pain of isolation, loneliness and despair.
Whereas everyone else saw them as living corpses, 
Jesus saw them as real people
--people whom he loved

--no matter what they looked like 

or where they had come from.

 

And all that was required of them to be healed 
was faith

—faith in action, that is.
"Go and show yourselves to the priests,"


Jesus told them.
This was actually nothing unusual

--it was what every “newly-healed” person 

was required to do




--go to the priest and get a “bill of clean health”





before re-entering community life. 

But a closer look will show us that one thing was required of them 

before they would even be able to take that first step.

And that one thing was faith. 

Each of these persons had to believe that it was possible
to be healed from this incurable disease.

They had to believe in the one true God 


--who was powerful and merciful.
And they had to believe

that this man they were calling out to, Jesus Christ, 
was the Son of God

--capable of doing anything that God could do.
So as we can see,


faith is what made these persons well.

It was faith that gave these persons the initiative 

to even call out to Jesus for help in the first place
--then to take that first step.
As the story shows, all ten of these persons had faith.
And all ten of them were made clean


--not immediately

--but as they went.  
It’s a great story about faith.

But it’s not just about faith only. 

It is also a story about being thankful.
If this were just a story about faith


it would have ended here



--with the lepers being healed.

But the story does not end here.

It continues on.
After Jesus sent them on their way,

 and they saw that they were healed,
only one turned back, praising God with a loud voice,.
 

He.prostrated himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him.  
All ten were healed 
but only one returned to give thanks.

We can be sure that the story has been passed down through the ages

to show us --how important it is that we give praise and thanks to God.

We know that the story is for us
because of what Jesus said to the one 
who returned to give thanks:
"Were not ten made clean?” 
“…the other nine, where are they? Was none of them found to return                                                and give praise to God…?"
The questions lingers in the air, 
along with the word “Thanks!”

It’s a small word 

but according to Jesus

it is a word 

that God expects us to say.  

It has but 6 letters 

but it says much 

about the person 

who speaks it humbly, 

with sincerity.

The story is told of Rudyard Kipling who wrote
Captain Courageous, How the Leopard Got His Spots, 

and the Jungle Books—and several other works.
He lived from 1865 to 1936--was English, born in India. As the story goes, a newspaper reporter came up to him once 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." 
The reporter reached into his pocket and pulled out a one hundred-dollar bill, gave it to Kipling and said, "Here's a one hundred dollar note, Mr. Kipling. Now you give me one of your hundred dollar words." 


Upon receipt of the money, Rudyard Kipling looked at the money, put it in his pocket and said, "Thanks!"

 

--which certainly is a one-hundred dollar word. 
In fact, it is more like a million dollar word! 

 

In any case, it’s worth a lot.
For.as we all sadly know from experience, 

when the word is missing, 

what a disappointment it is 
not to hear it

--especially when we have gone out of our way 

to help someone. 

Unfortunately, it seems that it is part of our sinful human nature 
to be big on requests 
and small on thanks. 
There is a legend about two angels who were sent to earth 
to gather up the prayers of people from all over the world:

 One was to fill his basket with the requests that people asked for in their prayers. The other was to gather their prayers of thanksgiving. Sometime later they went back to the Heavenly Father's house. One went rejoicing, for he had a basket heaped high, and running over, with countless requests. The other returned with a sad and heavy heart, for his basket was almost empty. Prayers of thanks came rarely from the people on earth, even though the angel had searched diligently everywhere to find them.

 

The majority of people in society, 

it seems, are either unaware

--or unappreciative

of all that God,

the provider of everything,


so generously gives to us.

Many seem to reject the idea 
that anything other than their own hard work and good management skills 
are what put food on their table and clothes on their back. 
This is sad…

because what it reveals 

is that they do not have a relationship with God.

Gratitude, including the expression of it,

arises only 

when a person has a relationship with God. 
Those who do have a relationship with God the Father 

and Jesus Christ the Son

are thankful people indeed!
And the reason they are thankful is because they know 
that God provides for His children 
even though we are all sinners. 
And this leads us to a very important question, which is this: 
Are we still able to be thankful during those difficult times? 

• when we experience sickness and continuing bad health? 

• when we have lost a loved one whom we miss very much?

• when we have had to face financial difficulties and unemployment? 

• when we are overwhelmed with worry about the direction our world is heading? 

Is it even possible to be thankful under these kinds of circumstances? 

 

Perhaps this story will help us answer the question:
Back during the dark days of 1929, a group of ministers in the Northeast, all graduates of the Boston School of Theology, gathered to discuss how they should conduct their Thanksgiving Sunday services. Things were about as bad as they could get, with no sign of relief. The bread lines were depressingly long, the stock market had plummeted, and the term Great Depression seemed an apt description for the mood of the country. The ministers thought they should only lightly touch upon the subject Thanksgiving in deference to the human misery all about them. After all, there was to be thankful for. But it was Dr. William L. Stiger, pastor of a large congregation in the city that rallied the group. “This is not the time,” he suggested,” to give mere passing mention to Thanksgiving, just the opposite. This is the time for the nation to get matters in perspective and thank God none the less.”
 

So here we are today thanking God none the less

…because the truth of the matter is:

The most intense moments of thankfulness 
are not found in times of plenty, 
but when difficulties abound. 
Let’s think of the Pilgrims that first Thanksgiving: 
Half their number were dead but still they gave thanks to God. 
Their gratitude was not so much for something as it was in something. 
And it was that same sense of gratitude 
that later lead Abraham Lincoln 
to formally establish the first Thanksgiving Day 
which he did in the midst of national civil war, 
when casualties seemed to have no end 
and our nation struggled for survival.

 

Perhaps in your own life, right now, 
you are experiencing intense hardship. 
--your own personal Great Depression. 
asking “What is there to be thankful for this day?”
Well, the truth is….
We have to look deep within ourselves to find an answer

because when it’s all been said and done,

gratitude doesn’t arise so much out of what we have been given 

--but from deep within our heart. 

Even if everything were to be taken away from us

we could still be thankful 

because we have a loving Father who cares for us 

and a Savior who loved us so much that he died for us. 

This alone is reason enough to be thankful!

 

Whether we have a lot or a little, 

we are commanded to "be always joyful, pray at all times, 
thankful in all circumstances."

…--not for all circumstances--but rather, in all circumstances. 

Native American Indian Chief Dan George in his book, My Heart Soars, describes an expression of gratitude that leaves a wonderful impression upon the mind of his readers when he tells about his relationship with his earthly father. He writes, 

"I remember as a little boy, fishing with my father up Indian River, and I can still see him as the sun rose above the mountaintop in the early morning... I can see him standing by the water's edge with his arms raised above his head while he looked out upon creation and said to the One who made it all.... "O Great Spirit, Thank You, Thank You for everything." 

A song has been carefully chosen to give us the opportunity 

to express our thanks to God on this special Sunday morning.
The music can be found on an insert in your worship bulletin.
Let us now join our voices in praise to our Father God with grateful hearts.

[The congregation sings “Give Thanks.”]
