All age Sermon – 10th October 2010 Luke 17: 11-19
Thank you Chris for introducing my talk this morning. It sounds like the wing walking was an exciting thing to do, but it must also have been a bit scary, and I bet you were thankful to be back on solid ground afterwards safe and sound. Well here’s a story about two men who found themselves in a scary situation. They were walking through a field one day, when they realised they weren’t alone. There was a bull in the field, and it charged straight at them. They ran towards the nearest fence, but it looked like they weren’t going to make it in time. ‘John, you go church’ said one of the men,’ say a prayer to God for us’. ‘I couldn’t do that’ said John, ‘I don’t pray out loud in public’ – Well maybe now’s the time to start said the other man, that bull has nearly caught up with us’. OK said John I do remember one prayer my father used to say ‘O Lord for what we about to receive, make us truly thankful’.
Well today we are going to think about how much we say thank you to God. I’m sure its something all of us don’t do enough of, in fact we spend much more time asking God to do things for us. We are like the little boy who was given an orange by a friend of his Mother. ‘What do you say to the nice man’ his Mother asked. The boy thought for a while and then handed the orange back to the man and said ‘peel it’.

Well we heard a story today about ten men who had a lot to thank Jesus for. They were in a terrible state before they met Jesus because they had caught a disease called leprosy. 
In those days there was no cure or treatment for leprosy, and people were very frightened that they would catch it. Leprosy affected the skin, the arms and legs, and the nerves. It often made people look quite ugly,  and when people realised that someone had caught the disease they had to leave their home and their families, and go to live with other lepers away from villages and other people. 
They were separated from their wives, their friends, their children, even their church would have nothing to do with them. They were treated as if they were already dead. No-one dared go anywhere near them. There were even laws that prevented any contact with lepers.

These men would have had no hope, no future apart from their disease getting worse and worse, and being isolated from the rest of the world. The Jewish people often saw those with leprosy as having being cursed by God. But they must have heard about Jesus, how he had healed people with all sorts of diseases, how he could even bring dead people back to life. He was their last hope. So they manage to track him down and shout out to him from a distance, Jesus, Master, have pity on us they called. 
Well if there is one thing we know about Jesus from all that we read in the Bible it is that he had no time for anything that caused people to suffer, or to be oppressed, he always acted when he saw injustice or need. No-one is off limits to him.
Earlier in Luke Jesus had met and cured a leper by touching him, something no-one else would have done, but in this passage he simply calls out to them to go and show themselves to the priests. This was because the priests were the only ones who could declare someone cured and let them return to their homes and families. Of course the lepers must have wondered what Jesus was on about – why should they go to the priests when they had leprosy? There was no cure for the disease they had – the priests would just turn them away again. But they did what Jesus asked them to do, and as they went they were healed, the power of God flows through their bodies. And just like that their lives were utterly transformed. They were no longer outcasts, feared and treated with contempt by everyone, they had their lives back, their families back, their future back.
So how did they react? How would we react in that situation? Its easy to see how they could have been caught up in the excitement, wanting to get to the priests, get a certificate to prove they no longer had leprosy, so that they could go back to their families and homes, people who they perhaps had not seen for many years. They had things to do, so much to catch up on. But one of them recognised how much Jesus had done for them. How much he owed him. And so the first thing he did was to go back and thank him. The strange thing is that the one who came back to thank Jesus is a Samaritan – someone Jesus calls a foreigner. The others were Jews – the people of God, who were supposed to have a special position and relationship with him. The Samaritans were seen by most Jews as being outside this special relationship, just like the Gentiles were.
In a way this story can be seen as a sort of parable – showing how the majority of the Jewish people would reject Jesus, while it was the gentiles who would accept him and find their salvation through him. And Jesus is disappointed that only one of the lepers returned to thank God for their healing ‘where are the other nine?’ he asks. Jesus is sad when people don’t even recognise what he has done for them, don’t even say ‘thank you’. 

 There’s a story about a harassed mother who is delayed after a late appointment at the doctors. She needs to pick up a prescription, collect her children, get home to make the evening meal before going out in the evening with her husband. As she circles the busy town car park, the heavens open and a torrential downpour begins. Although she wouldn’t normally pray for a parking spot she does today, and just as her prayer ends a car leaves a space just in front of her, right where she needs to be. ‘Never mind God, she says, today I’ve been lucky’. I wonder how many times we fail to recognise that God’s hand is behind something that we need or have prayed about, and we fail to thank him for his provision. God cares for us, he will provide for us, and he’s sad when we are too blind to see that he is at work.
At the end of the story Jesus says to the Samaritan leper – ‘rise and go, your faith has made you well’. Some translations say, ‘your faith has made you whole’. And maybe that word ‘whole’ is important here. 
Maybe that process of healing that had transformed those lepers’ lives was not complete until they had thanked and praised God for what he had done, recognising what the owed him. Maybe they still weren’t whole. 
We see right from the pages of Genesis that God created us to live in a relationship with him. Unless we recognise that, and unless that relationship is an important part of our daily lives, then there will always be something missing. We will be incomplete, not whole as God wants us to be. If those lepers just went back to their old lives, putting their illness and their healing behind them, not expressing their gratitude to God, not looking for his ongoing presence and purpose in their lives then they might be free of leprosy, but they still wouldn’t be whole. The healing that Jesus wants them all to experience is not complete.
The consequences of leprosy were obvious to the men who had contracted the disease. They had become isolated from those who loved them, with no meaning or hope in their lives. Nothing could change their fate. But God could, would and did. Their lives were restored, their future transformed. And of course the same can be true of each one of us. Spiritually we are separated from Gods love by the disease of sin. We can experience the loneliness of a life where we don’t have the relationship with our creator that we were designed for. We can struggle to find meaning or hope without him.
But Jesus changes all that. He steps in, breaks through the barriers that separate us from God. Pours out his power in our lives. Heals us, transforms us, restores us.

And that is only the start. If we are living in that relationship with him, then he continues to care for us, and provide for us, to guide and protect us in all sorts of ways. But we need to recognise how God is at work, and to thank him for all that he has done, and continues to do for us. And the reason for that is that it hurts God when we don’t thank him for his goodness to us. To be genuine as Christians we need to be thankful to God, because if we aren’t then perhaps we are being deceived by Satan who would love us to think that there are other explanations for the blessings we receive.
So recognising how God is at work in our lives and being thankful to him is an important part of our faith, important to maintaining that relationship with God that is so fundamental to the people God has created us to be. Important to us so that as well as being healed we can also be whole, something that God wants for all of us.

Amen.

