
Luke 17:11-19 

The Grateful Leper 

 Do we recognize a moment of grace when it happens to us? If so, how does that grace 
transform us? These seem to be lingering questions behind this story of the healing of the 
ten lepers. This is a story about how we understand our lives. 

 Here we see two fundamental ways of being in this world. One assumes that my life 
and all that fills my life is simply what I’m more or less entitled to. You can only guess that 
those nine lepers who disappeared from view without so much as a “thank you, Sir” 
honestly felt that good health was their right. They simply had what was owed to them.  
How many there are, like those nine lepers who want no more from Jesus than power to 
remove their disease. Because that is all they seek, that is all they get. They simply wanted 
the prize. These nine lepers remind me of a boy in a Sunday School I taught some years ago 
at a different church. I shared this story with the teachers here a few days ago. I had 
announced that those children who had perfect attendance over the next two months would 
receive a prize. This boy came every Sunday and insisted that his family come too. Finally 
he received the prize. I never saw him again, I am sorry to say. 

The Samaritan leper who returns and drops to his knees before Jesus is a living 
emblem of the other attitude. Here I am, alive and whole. It’s a gift to be alive. Of course 
very few of us ever fall completely into one of those categories or the other. Sometimes we 
are overwhelmed by the giftedness of life, and at other times we find ourselves consumed by 
concerns about fairness and what we are entitled to 

  In this story it is the foreigner, the Samaritan, who is grateful. For the Jews the 
Samaritans were a despised group, inferior in all ways. The Jews, in contrast, were the 
chosen people, the ones who count. In the gospels, however, it is pretty clear that Jesus 
intends his message to encompass all peoples and nations. Perhaps we can hear the 
irritation and anger in his voice, as he says, “Was none of them found to return and give 
praise to God except this foreigner.” And then Jesus says to him, your faith has made you 
well. The text uses a different word to describe the nine lepers, who are said to have been 
cleansed. There is a difference between being cleansed and being made well or healed. 



 Why is gratitude crucial? The great Christian mystic Meister Eckhart, who lived in 
the 13th century, said “If the only prayer you said in your whole life was, “thank you,” that 
would suffice.” You might try taking two or three minutes in the morning to give thanks to 
whoever or whatever you’re grateful for.  And be thankful that you don’t already have 
everything you desire. If you did, what would there be to look forward to? And be thankful 
for your mistakes, because they will teach you valuable lessons. 

 The recognition of gratitude is not a matter of how much one has. We have all 
known people who had almost everything they could ever want or need, and yet lived with 
some great emptiness; and we have known others who seemed to have less than a little, 
whose lives nonetheless demonstrated a remarkable peace and contentment and fullness. 

Henry Ward Beecher, the great l9th century American preacher, used a wonderful 
image to describe what it means to live the life of gratitude: Here are his words. 

“Suppose someone gave you a dish of sand mixed with fine iron filings. You look for the 
filings with your eyes; you comb for them with your fingers. But you can’t find them. Then 
you take a tiny magnet and draw it through the dish. Suddenly the magnet is covered with 
iron filings. The ungrateful person is like our hands combing the sand. Such a person finds 
nothing to be thankful for. The grateful person, on the other hand, is like the magnet 
sweeping through the sand; that person finds hundreds of things to be thankful for.” 

Paul tells us in 1 Thessalonians, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will 
of God in Christ Jesus for you. Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God 
in Christ Jesus for you. 

When you are feeling low, take out your magnet and draw it through the events of 
your day. That magnet of gratitude will attract hundreds of things to be thankful for. Amen 

 


