
could do to avoid it either. So lepers 
were shunned. The disease itself was 
contagious, but even more than that, 
others feared the isolation, pain, 
loneliness, and unspeakable fear that 
came with the disease. Their complete 
isolation is what no one else wanted to 
catch! So everyone kept their distance. 
After casting the lepers out, the circle to 
accommodate the healthy was not very 
accepting of their return. The lepers, 
barred from the religious community, 
were declared unworthy of God. The 
boundary between unclean outside 
and healthy insider was clearly defined. 
This circle was anything but wide.

The ten lepers approach Jesus with 
respect for that dividing line. They are 
obedient to the cultural mores that 
protect the unblemished, so the lepers 
dress as they are told. They speak as 
they are told. They keep their proper 

distance and say only proper things 
like, “Jesus! Master! Have mercy upon 
us!” This is one of the rare healing 
stories where Jesus does not touch 
those seeking healing. There is no mud, 
no spittle, no declaration of being a 
child of Abraham’s…just an order, “Go 
and show yourselves to the priests.” 
And obediently, without question, they 
leave for the Temple. (Taylor)

As they go to do what they are told, 
they are healed. (Taylor) The scabs go 
away. Their color returns. Where their 
hands and feet had been numb for 
years, the feeling suddenly rushes 
back in. And so, nine do exactly as 
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Luke’s gospel places us on the border 
between Galilee and Samaria. This 
simple statement of location is our 
clue that Jesus is not where he is 
“supposed” to be. No he’s on the fringe, 
on the periphery, hanging out with the 
marginalized at the Texas border. His 
location will surely affect his re-election 
because it doesn’t place him fully within 
acceptable political circles. It’s a sure 
indicator that Jesus, who much prefers 
dining with sinners and tax collectors, 
cannot be contained. No, Jesus is 
getting ready to draw the circle wide as 
he is wont to do. Jesus is “on his way to 
Jerusalem,” and in a way that only the 
writer of Luke’s gospel can, we are told 
about the events and conversations that 
occur between Jesus and his disciples 
as they move closer to the city of 
destiny, where the religious authorities 
make sure no exceptions are made for 
who qualifies to be in the circle of their 
acceptability.

How Luke tells this story 
corresponds with the 
historical details we 
know about lepers. (Fred 

Craddock, Interpretation: Luke) Lepers kept their 
distance from non-lepers (Lev. 13:45-46; Num. 

5:2); Lepers formed their own colonies (II 

Kings 7:3); Lepers positioned themselves 
near busy trade routes in order to 
beg for mercy given by those who are 
charitably inclined. And the only way to 
return to their families and former life 
was for a priest to examine them and 
declare that they were clean according 
to the Law. (Lev. 14:2-32) Spiritually, leprosy 
(Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Tenth Leper,” The Preaching 

Life) was seen as an inexplicable act of 
God, which made its occurrence even 
more frightening. If there was nothing 
you did that deserved the punishment 
of leprosy, then there was nothing you 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

A Double Portion of Gratitude
Psalm 66; Psalm 100; Luke 17:11-19

This has been our inheritance: 
not even a paper clip.



they have been told. In their obedience, they present 
themselves to the priests in Jerusalem to have their 
cures pronounced and be restored to community.

Now I think it important to exonerate these 9 lepers 
from years of the  Christian church’s judgment that 
they are not grateful. They faithfully do what Jesus 
asks, after all. They leave 
Him to go to the priest. By 
doing what He commands, 
they receive a miracle. 
They are healed. They do 
not do anything wrong, and 
they receive the blessing 
promised to them. (David Lose, “Second Blessing,” workingpreacher.

org, Oct 7, 2013)

Receiving a blessing is a remarkable – even miraculous 
– event, but to name it and give thanks for it has a 
power all of its own. That is where the difference lies. 
The tenth leper, by returning to Jesus, receives faith 
for his gratitude. He stops just long enough to express 
his thanks and by naming it, he sets free the power of 
gratitude that brought about his redemption. This is 
what the nine missed by not returning to Jesus. They 
do nothing wrong. It’s just that they miss out on the 
additional blessing that comes with a double helping 
of gratitude.

Like the nine, we know how to be obedient. We read 
our Bibles. We say our prayers. We attend worship. 
We participate in community ministries. We even give 
our pledge with happiness in our hearts. Hear me 
clearly say, there is nothing wrong with these things! 

There is nothing wrong at all to be a steady, law-
abiding disciple. This type of discipleship, after all, is 
what has kept the great ship of the church afloat all 
these thousands of years. (Taylor) It is a discipleship 
akin to the nine lepers. So when Jesus asks, “Where 
are the nine?” I know the answer. I know where they 
are. They are dressed and faithfully in their pews, 
with me, every Sunday morning.

So the real and difficult questions to deal with should 
be focused on the tenth leper. How do we follow his 
lead as one who accepts life as a gift and offers it 
back to Jesus out of gratitude and praise? Where 
is the one whose gratitude comes from such deep 
places that it has caused him to turn around on 
the road to obedience? Where is the one who has 

permanently changed her 
direction so that she can 
fall at the feet of Jesus? 
Where is the one who has 
put obedience aside in 
order to love Jesus with 
a fanaticism like we have 

never seen before? Where is the one who is bringing 
a pledge card today only because you heard your 
pastor use her stern school teacher voice last week 
that demands obedience; rather than and compared 
to the one whose gratitude for God’s presence in 
their life has you so full of gratitude and praise that 
you can hardly sit still over the realization of God’s 
great love that draws a circle so wide that you are 
included too?

Ooooh, we know how to be obedient, but do we also 
know how to be filled with such gratitude over what 
Jesus has done that we show our love effusively, 
without thought or inhibition, and dare to do the 
right thing over and above what we have been told 
is required? 

David Lose of Luther Theological Seminary says: “…
gratitude is the noblest emotion. Gratitude draws us 
out of ourselves into something larger, bigger, and 
grander than we could imagine and joins us to the 
font of blessing itself.

Gratitude may be the most powerful emotion, as 
it frees us from fear, releases us from anxiety, and 
emboldens us to do more and dare more than we’d 
ever imagined possible. Even to return to a Jewish 
rabbi to pay homage when you are a Samaritan, 
because you’ve realized that you are more than a 
Samaritan…more than a leper…more even than 
a healed leper…you are a child of God, whole and 
accepted and beautiful just as you are.”

Those Mayflower pilgrims, that we celebrate this 
Thursday, had a rough time when they first arrived 
in the Americas. They were intent on maintaining a 
small puritan circle, and as a consequence, over half 
of their number died that first winter due to disease 
and starvation. Their daily ration was only five kernels 
of corn. But the next year, out of desperation, they 

There is nothing wrong at all 
to be a steady, law-abiding 
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developed relationships with the Native Americans. 
It was their wisdom for planting and survival skills 
that made all the difference. By drawing the circle 
wider, they survived. So at their harvest celebration, 
they placed five kernels of corn on each plate as a 
reminder of their “starving time” and how friendship 
with one another combined with love of God saved 
them.

So today, after you leave your pledge card, take one 
of these packets. Within each one you will find at 
least five kernels of corn…a reminder of the “starving 
times” that God has faithfully seen you through and 
a reminder of a church family whose faith is so great 
that the circle of loving fellowship has been drawn 
wide enough to include you. Will you come?

Anne Lamott says: “My parents were too hip and 
intellectual to pray.” They believed that Christians 
were “mentally ill junkies.” 
(Help Thanks Wow, p. 18) She 
continues, “We didn’t even 
say grace at our house…
[but] I knew even as a little 
girl that everyone at every 
table needed blessing 
and encouragement, but 
my family didn’t ask for it. 
Instead, my parents raised 
glasses of wine to the 
chef….” As a consequence 
Anne had to carry a terrible 
secret, which was that she 
believed in God, a divine 
presence who heard her 
when she prayed, and who stayed close to her in the 
dark. 

One night when their parents were out, Anne took her 
brother by the hand. They sat on the steps to their 
attic where they were out of sight of the babysitter. 
She swore him to secrecy as they huddled there, and 
then she confessed, “I want to take the baby Jesus 
into my heart.” And together, they prayed before 
their parents came home and caught them.

As an adult, Anne writes: “So many bad things happen 
in our lives: the people you adore will die…someone’s 
brakes fail, someone pulls the trigger or snatches 
the kid, or someone deeply trusted succumbs to 
temptation and everything falls apart. We are hurt 
beyond any reasonable chance of healing. We are 
haunted by our failures and mortality. And yet, the 

world keeps on spinning and in our grief, rage and 
fear a few people keep on loving us and showing up. 
…and ever so slowly, we come through. …We come 
to know – or reconnect with – something rich and 
okay about ourselves. And at some point, we cast our 
eyes to the beautiful skies, above all the [stuff] we’re 
wallowing in, and we whisper, “Thank you.” (p. 21, 50 and 

51)

Perhaps you also wish to also say “thank you” to God 
for the love of Christ that has grown within your heart 
or perhaps you need to be a part of a community 
of faith that will keep on loving you and showing up 
until you can say “thank you.” If so, respond to the 
invitation of this church to publicly profess faith or to 
become a member as we stand and sing, “All People 
that on Earth do Dwell,“ number 385.
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