The Welcome of God: A Reason for Gratitude
Luke 17:11-19

By the time Kate Braestrup began seminary, she was the mother of four children. Her books and notes often covered the family’s living room sofa. And her kids often asked, “You’re not doing homework again, are you?”


One night while Kate’s two sons were watching a Bruce Willis movie in the playroom, Kate’s two daughters—Ellie and Woolie—sat in the living room with their mother as she worked on an assignment from Luke’s gospel.

Kate decided that it wouldn’t hurt to read parts of the assigned passage aloud. So she began: “Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem one day, when he was approached by ten lepers.”
Woolie seemed to listen with greater enthusiasm than usual. But it turned out that she thought Jesus was approached by ten leopards.


“Not leopards, honey,” Kate explained, “lepers. Lepers are people who have a horrible skin disease called leprosy.”


“Oh,” said Woolie, wrinkling her nose. This story wasn’t going to be as interesting as she’d thought.


“So anyway,” Kate said, “when the lepers saw Jesus, they kept their distance, because they didn’t want to gross him out with their yucky sores and missing fingers.”


“Eew!” cried Woolie.

While Ellie chimed in, “Mother!”


Undeterred, Kate went on with the story: “But they did call out to him. ‘Hey, Jesus!’ they said. ‘Master! Have mercy on us!’ When he saw them, Jesus said, ‘Go. Show yourselves to the priests.’”


Ellie interrupted, “Didn’t that hurt their feelings?”


“I’m sure Jesus said it in a nice way, honey,” Kate said and then returned to the story. “So as they went off, the lepers realized that their skin condition had been healed, just like that. Isn’t that cool?”


“I guess,” ventured Ellie.

It dawned on Kate that children in the age of antibiotics and cortisone cream aren’t terribly impressed by the mere curing of a rash, so she added, “This was a big deal, girls.”

Then she continued the story: “But anyway, one of them, seeing that he was all better and didn’t have leprosy anymore, turned right around and went back to Jesus. He was praising God with a loud voice. He lay down at Jesus’ feet. . . .”

Interrupted again by Woolie who had a question about laying down at someone’s feet, Kate responded, “I don’t know. I think that was polite back then.”


“He lay down at Jesus’ feet, and he said ‘thank you.’ And Jesus asked, ‘Were not ten made clean?’”


Now it was the other daughter who interrupted. “Why didn’t he say, ‘You’re welcome?’” asked Ellie, who obviously was developing a dim view of Jesus’ manners.


“Fine,” Kate responded. “Jesus said, ‘You’re welcome, leper.’ And then he asked, ‘Were not ten made clean? The other nine, where are they? Was none of them found to return, and give praise to God, except this foreigner?’ Then he said to the man, ‘Get up and go on your way. Your faith has made you well.’”

At this point the girls decided to join their brothers and Bruce Willis in the playroom. But they did thank Kate for the story before they left.


The exchange with her daughters got Kate thinking about miracles. “A miracle,” she notes, “cannot simply be an event that is unlikely, for that would include the unlikely evil as well as the unlikely good. It cannot simply be an event inexplicable by natural law, for that would restrict use of the word to events that do not occur outside of stories. And even if we believe that Jesus smoothed the lepers’ skin . . . even if we believe that each of Jesus’ miracles actually took place, mere veracity does not lend them, or the word miracle, meaning. Scripture tells us, after all, that eyewitnesses to Jesus’ miracles did not always find them meaningful.”

Ten lepers receive a cure from Jesus. And one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. He laid at Jesus’ feet and thanked him.

“Ten were made clean,” Kate concludes. “But only one received a miracle.

“A miracle is not defined by an event. A miracle is defined by gratitude.”


The passage from Luke that Kate read to her daughters and that we heard this morning is really a two-part story. The first part tells a story about healing. It’s pretty straightforward. There was a group of lepers. They probably lived together in a colony that was removed from folks without leprosy but close enough to a road that they could ask for help from people who passed by.


One day it’s Jesus and his followers who are traveling on that road. The lepers cry for help. Jesus responds and tells them to go to a priest who can officially declare them healed. As they follow Jesus’ instructions, the healing takes place.


It’s at this point that the second part of the story begins. All ten lepers have been forced to live on the margins of society, but one of them has even more strikes against him. He’s a Samaritan. A foreigner who’s considered a social outcast and a religious heretic.


But when Jesus offers the possibility of healing, he includes this tenth leper. He extends the welcome to a new way of life to this man, as well as to the others.


And it’s this one who’s known nothing but exclusion who responds with gratitude to Jesus’ gift of welcome—a gift that opens the door to a life of healing and wholeness for this man on the margins.


That’s not to say that the other nine weren’t grateful. We just don’t know. They did what Jesus told them. They went to see the priest. They fulfilled Jesus’ instructions, as well as those of the Jewish law. They most likely returned to their families, their occupations, their communities, their former lives. Who could blame them for wanting to put the past behind them and get on with their lives? Maybe they expressed their gratitude by helping others, by telling about their experience with Jesus, by praying more often. We just don’t know—because here the first part of the story ends and the second part of the story begins.


Here we follow what happens for the tenth member of their group—the Samaritan. As he watches his sores dry up, his skin smooth over, and his vision return, he’s overcome with gratitude. He recognizes that he’s received a gift that will change his life forever. And so he does the only thing he can think to do. He goes back, throws himself at Jesus’ feet, and lets his gratitude pour out.

How often do we get so caught up with getting on with our own lives that we miss recognizing the gifts we receive? We may argue that we wouldn’t miss something as big as being healed of leprosy. But how about all of the other gifts that grace our lives?

The theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: “Only they who give thanks for little things receive the big things. We prevent God from giving us the great spiritual gifts [God] has in store for us because we do not give thanks for daily gifts.”
Maybe it’s being grateful for all those small, daily gifts that ultimately changes our lives. Maybe it’s by paying attention to the little ways that grace enters our lives and then practicing a grateful response that we begin to live in a new way. Maybe it’s then that we begin to experience and embrace the miracles God offers.
But how to begin? Maybe it’s as simple as taking a few minutes before we fall asleep at night to make a list of five things for which we’re grateful. The first hints of red and gold in the tree outside the kitchen window. The wink of a colleague during a tense meeting at work. The driver who slows down a bit and lets us merge into rush-hour traffic. The laughter that fills the kitchen as we sit down to reheated leftovers. The note that arrived from a friend who’s moved away.

Then we make another list tomorrow night and the night after that. And each time we think about how each item on each list is truly a gift. A gift that makes our lives more grounded, more meaningful, more complete.

And then we are grateful. Truly, deeply grateful.

And perhaps in that practice of gratitude we will experience the miracle we most need in our lives.


“All ten lepers were made clean,” reflects Kate Braestrup. “All ten went on to live whatever new life was afforded them thereby. We can be confident that all ten suffered other wounds, for life is wounding, and that all ten died, for life is also terminal. All ten have long since gone to dust and story. Sometimes the miracle is a life restored, but the restoration is always temporary. At other times, maybe most of the time, a miracle can only be the resurrection of love beside the unchanged fact of death.”

As a mother, Kate says she prays for miracles of the most ordinary kind for her children. She wants their hearts to keep beating. She wants them to live.


But, she adds, a grateful heart beats in a world of miracles. And so if she could speak only one prayer for her children, it would be that their hearts would not only beat but grow ever greater in gratitude—that their lives, however long they prove to be and no matter how they end, continue to bring miracles in abundance.


This morning may that be our prayer—for ourselves and for each other. Amen.
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