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Reflection for 10 October 2021—Thanks Living 

Joel 2: 21-24, 26-27a; Psalm 126—VU pg. 850 with spoke Refrain 2; Luke 17: 11-19 

Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 
 

Fall has been my favourite season since I was 12. I was a kid who loved school and 

fall meant going back to school, but didn’t realize how much I love the autumn season 

itself until the year that we moved from Detroit, MI, to Butler, PA. We moved ON my 

parents’ 15th wedding anniversary and the drive was glorious.  

Several days later, on Sunday 

afternoon, the two pastors’ 

families bundled into my Dad’s 

new colleague’s huge station 

wagon. We four kids (3 in my 

family, plus their only daughter) 

drove up to Brady’s Bend, north 

of Kittaning, where we could look 

down on the blazing colours of 

the trees on the hilltops above the 

famous U-bend in the Allegheny 

River.  

That became an annual autumn trek for our family. Years later, my Dad told me that he 

learned something from my enjoyment of those fall trips. He said that he was never 

satisfied with the view unless the hillsides were in full colour; it was the contrasts of the 

gorgeous panorama that he loved. And some years, depending on the weather, it just 

wasn’t as amazing. But he said that my awe at the beauty of even a single tree—

perhaps one that was brilliant, though others had not turned—taught him to be grateful 

in a different way. Stephen will tell you that I still go gaga about single red trees. Or 

even the first red branches on a single tree. 

It’s about recognizing and being grateful for the one thing that is wonderful, even if 

everything else is not. 

Today’s traditional gospel story for Thanksgiving kind of reminds me of that.  

Try to imagine Jesus and the disciples on a journey through a desert in eastern 

Palestine. All we know is that they were "on the way" in the region between Samaria 

and Galilee, and they went into a village. No brilliant fall colors here. After days of 

travel, perhaps little conversation. I’m imagining the disciples might have been as 

irritable as the Israelites were with Moses, asking why they are out here.  
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On the horizon, there’s a village: a few mud-baked, one-room humble homes around a 

tiny well. The disciples may think there will be a place to sleep for the night. As they get 

closer, though, they realize there will be no rest here for them.  

Strange shapes appear, moving awkwardly. Their clothes are tattered, and as the 

disciples come closer, they hear the words on the air: “Unclean! Unclean!” Ten people, 

half their face covered, hair dirty and disheveled. Lepers. Abandoned by loved ones, 

feared by everyone. During the day, they hung around the gates to the city, always 

making sure everyone knew who they were—leaving baskets for alms or donations, 

but never any contact. At night, they slept outside the town, in their leper camp. 

Outcast from their homes, their families, they were not allowed to enter the synagogue 

to practice their faith. Their only close human contact is with other lepers. 

Jewish cultural and religious law was very strict regarding lepers and leprosy. Lepers 

were never to enter regular villages. They were limited to their own; they were required 

to cover their faces and shout to passersby "Unclean, Unclean." They were even 

expected to walk around with hair disheveled and clothes ripped. They were ordered to 

live outside the community. If they somehow were misdiagnosed and discovered they 

did not have leprosy after all, tradition prescribed a specific cleansing ritual before they 

were re-admitted to the community, or to their places of worship. 

Today, we call Leprosy Hanson’s disease—it is caused by a mycobacterium which is 

easily treated today. In Jesus’ time, given that there was not the medical knowledge we 

have today, anything such as psoriasis, ringworm, even acne, could also relegate a 

person to living the life of an outcast. Humiliated, sneered at, stripped of their self-

esteem, held up as examples of the results of sin because people in that time thought 

diseases were caused by sinning. The diseased person was a sinner, or a product of 

the sin of the father. They became Outsiders. Worthless.  

Today, in our culture, the equivalent would be those who panhandle on busy streets, 

the ones who are passed out on the floor of busy subway terminals, whose clothing 

reeks of the strong odors of urine, sweat, alcohol. Humans dying of diseases 

associated with opioid addiction, perhaps; or homeless folks whom society has 

abandoned or who have abandoned society. They're usually easy to pick out. We look 

the other way, so we don’t make eye contact or stare. 

Revisiting this story during this global pandemic feels very familiar. We have all 

become lepers to each other. We have to cover our faces like the lepers did and 

keep our prescribed distance from others. We have learned what it is like not to 

touch or be touched. Never hugged or kissed, except by others in our own 

“bubble” or cohort. Many of us have been prevented from playing with children.  

I grieve that I have not seen my grandkids in the U.S. since January 2020. 
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These ten, designated unclean, knew exactly how far away they had to stand. Sound 

familiar? Their only ‘employment’, if you could call it that, was a lifetime of begging and 

always at that prescribed distance.  

As Jesus and his friends got closer, their yells changed to "Jesus, Master, have mercy 

on us!" Their sound is pathetic and hoarse as each tries to be heard above the others.  

How did they know about Jesus? How did they know THIS group of people was Jesus 

and his followers? To their usual requests for alms and food, they also begged for 

mercy and healing. Now remember, all this dialogue goes on at a far enough distance 

that they all have to shout—so Jesus shouts back, "Go show yourselves to the priests."  

Imagine their shock! This was the instruction in their religious culture and tradition for 

lepers who were cured or discovered their skin condition was not leprosy. "Go and 

show yourselves to the priests."  

Hoping against hope, they hobbled off to obey Jesus' instructions and went in the 

direction of the local priest, discovering as they went, that they were healed. As they 

felt their health returning, their hobbling, lurching gait likely broke into running and 

skipping and jumping for joy.  

But one of them is different. First, he’s a Samaritan, a foreigner. He would have been 

considered unclean by the Galileans, even if healthy. Jesus and his followers are on 

the border between Samaria and Galilee. Samaria was once part of the Northern 

Kingdom of Israel and the city of Samaria was the original capital of Israel. But after the 

Exile, when the nobility and leaders were carried off in shackles and the commoners 

remained behind, the traditions and purity laws of those left behind remained the same, 

while the Jewish upper class in Exile had changed from the influence of being in 

Babylon. The long and short of it was that those who returned from Exile considered 

themselves better than those who had been left behind in Samaria. And they were 

never again one people. They treated each other like foreigners. Jews going from 

Galilee to Jerusalem went AROUND Samaria. But Jesus was trying to break down 

barriers and sometimes went THROUGH Samaria on his back-and-forth journeys. 

The Samaritan leper, out there in eastern Palestine, realizes that he's been not just 

cured, but also truly healed. He stands there looking toward the other lepers as they 

scurry away, trying to regain use of their bodies suddenly made whole; then he looks 

toward the man who uttered the healing words. Looking one way and then the other, 

what’s the right thing to do? 

As a Samaritan, perhaps it is easier for him to jettison the Jewish rules of purity and 

cleanliness, as he runs instead to Jesus and throws himself down—still maintaining his 

distance, because he has not yet been deemed by a priest to be cured. Though only a 
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few feet away, he yells out years of pent-up gratitude for this miracle, with uncontrolled 

emotion, realising what has happened to him.  

“Where are the rest?” Jesus asks. “Weren’t there ten???  Only one out of ten bothered 

to come back?” He’s like my Dad, wanting to see the whole hillside ablaze with colour, 

looking past the fellow standing there in gratitude, glowing with newfound health. 

Can’t you imagine some of the disciples saying, “But Jesus, they're doing exactly what 

you told them to do. And now you're upset that they've done what you said?” The very 

ones who follow the rules and traditions are the ones of whom Jesus is critical, and the 

one who makes the U-turn from religious rules and tradition, Jesus praises.  

Only this ONE, a foreigner, offers gratitude to Jesus. The rest are already going 

through the ritual cleansing which will reconnect them into the community. That’s   

understandable! With their newfound health, they can be part of community again, 

which includes being part of the faith community.  

Sounds like us, now that most of us are vaccinated. We want to be back together 

again, worshipping in-person at the church.  

By now, you will have received a Letter to the Congregation re Re-opening 

Worship, plus a Survey to offer your feedback to the Re-opening team. Please 

respond! We look forward to receiving your input. 

Which one is the true act of faith for the people cured of leprosy? Following traditioni, or 

stepping away from tradition to do something else?  

Which is the best act of faith for us today? Following tradition and doing what all the 

other churches are doing, meeting again in-person, or continuing to worship and meet 

the new way we have been using for a while longer? 

Please read the Letter to the Congregation and reflect on it. And send back your 

thoughts. 

Is Worship only what we do on Sunday morning? Or is it daily acts of faith? Is 

our Monday men’s coffee time, women’s Tuesday Bible Studies, Thursday AGAPE 

meetings, get-togethers to make crafts for bazaars, visiting or phoning shut-ins or 

anything ELSE we do as a Community of Faith—any less an act of worship and 

thanks? As a hymn we frequently sing at our Annual Congregational Meeting says: 

“Worship and Work are One.” 

Thanksgiving is a tradition that goes back to early biblical accounts, when the Israelites 

offered to God the first fruits of the harvest, and gave thanks. The problem with the 

nine lepers was not that they followed their tradition. Jesus told them to obey what their 

tradition required. The problem was that they were so engrossed in keeping that 
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tradition, that they missed the one most important thing in the most important day of 

their lives. The chance to live in a new way, giving thanks, living thanks. 

What happens when we get so caught up in who we think the church requires us to be, 

or what we should believe, or the right way to do church, that we can’t address or 

consider new ways of being?  

Though we never imagined two long years ago that a pandemic would prevent us from 

worshipping physically in person, we have been blessed by the technology of Zoom to 

be able to worship together from our homes each Sunday. Several faithful folks without 

internet participate by phone EVERY WEEK and at least hear each other’s voices.  

The nine lepers went back to their old lives—the way they lived before they became ill; 

the one leper started on a new life. They were all cured, but Luke implies that this one 

experienced true gratitude; he looked beyond the obvious, beyond the strictures of his 

tradition, to the source of his good fortune. He was not only cured, but the sickness 

within which accompanied the physical sickness was truly healed. Ten people were 

cured, but one of them became truly whole.  

His gratitude became a living act of faith, seeing with new eyes and stretching beyond 

religious traditions. Thanksgiving is about gratitude. It’s also about living that gratitude 

every day. 

May gratitude be for us an act of worship and living our faith every day! Thanks Living!  

i Tradition is considered the fundamental building block of society; it tells us who we 

are; gives us identity and shapes our values. Tradition comes from stories, 

experiences, beliefs, and values that have grown up over the years and form the very 

basis of our faith communities.  
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