THE ONE WHO GAVE THANKS           Luke 17:11-19       10-10-10
Giving thanks is a many-sided proposition!  In the comic strip Shoe (the one with birds as characters), a young bird is returning thanks at the supper table.  "God is great, God is good, let us thank Him for our food ... except for cabbage - broccoli - squash - eggplant.  "Hold it!" says his uncle. "You're supposed to give THANKS, not opinions. God doesn't need 

another reviewer."

Today's story says that Jesus was approached by TEN lepers as he entered a village while traveling near the region of Samaria. We are told that the lepers kept their distance.  You see, the lepers knew how everyone felt about them.  They knew that no one would allow them to get too close for fear of catching the dreaded curse of a disease.  A curse ... a punishment for sin ...  that's how folks looked at it then.  Leprosy was considered 

incurable.  Lepers lived in isolated colonies far from the towns and villages where everyone else lived.  Lepers were forbidden to mingle.  Often, their families were forced to dwell with them whether they showed signs of the disease or not.

The closest contemporary analogy would be the AIDS patient. As with ancient lepers, we wish to have nothing to do with them. We sometimes consider AIDS to be a consequence of sinful behavior. But, like so many curses, this one is no respecter of persons or circumstance.  Some folks have gotten it from simple blood transfusions.  Some babies have gotten it from their mothers.  Disease and death can be cruelly amoral!

Keeping their distance, these sorry folk beg Jesus for mercy. They have nothing to lose and everything to gain.  Like the terminal cancer patient, they are in a position to strike any bargain with God ... and all God says is, "Go, show yourselves to the priests."   And on the way they are healed!

One of them turns back to Jesus to say "thanks".   The others, apparently, are occupied with other thoughts or other business.  Of course, THESE folk had every reason to give thanks to Jesus.  He had not only healed them, he had given them their life back.  He had made possible their return to the life in the community.  Now they could work again, and live in their homes again, and love again, and worship again.  THESE folk had every 

reason to give thanks.  But only one returns.

Some things never change.  I know of a pastor who has kept a record of the many persons who have come to him for assistance. Rarely were these church members.  Usually, they were just passing through and needed money for gas or food, or a place to stay for the night.  The pastor has also kept a list of all the people who have ever written a note of gratitude, called to express their appreciation, or in ANY manner acknowledged the 

help they received.  That list is very short. The pastor says he keeps the short list as a reminder to give thanks everyday for all the blessings God has poured into his life.

Of course, sometimes life brings us to our knees and we find ourselves feeling terribly grateful.  These experiences can open to us the fuller measure of God's grace.  The famous Scottish surgeon Joseph Lister was once called upon to treat a rich lord who had a fish bone stuck in his throat.  The doctor skillfully extracted the painful bone.  In a rush of gratitude, the rich and prominent man asked what he owed.  Lister replied, "My lord, suppose we settle for half of what you were willing to pay while 

the bone was still stuck in your throat!"

Perhaps, thanksgiving is as much a matter of perception than of weighing the facts of our life in the balance.  Why can some folks bear the most severe hardships with an attitude of gratitude while others whine and complain over the most insignificant little inconveniences?  Maybe we have a hard time acknowledging the Giver of our gifts.  Maybe we see only the gift and do not cultivate our relationship with the One who gives it. Both of these are important to remember.

Someone has observed that "grateful people do not count their blessings.  They share them -- and don't keep count. People who are divided and suspicious and jealous of one another, people who must demand and wrest a place for themselves, people who withhold a place from others -- such people do keep accounts, must keep accounts.  And it's easy for gratitude to get lost in the ledger."

Which type of person are you going to be --  the one who keeps ledgers ... or the one who gives thanks?

God gives us a multitude of reasons to give thanks.  I read of a blind woman who related the following incident:

"Last week as my dog guide and I entered the post office, a young mother said, `Everyday my young daughter watches you and your guide as you come for your mail. She is fascinated by that dog.  In fact, last night I read her the story about Jesus' healing the blind man. She was quiet for a bit than looked up and said, "Mommy, I bet Jesus could fix that lady's eyes, too."

In an earlier stage of my acceptance of life changes, I would have paused or stuttered some edgy response that betrayed my own puzzlings about Jesus and healing.  ‘And how old is your daughter?' I asked.      `Four'

Well, you tell that precious four-year-old that Jesus heals in many ways.  This time, he decided to send leader dog Dollie!"

Such an attitude is not objective!  It is not based on a cool observation of the facts!  It is not a matter of piling up the evidence for God and then deciding to give thanks.  Such an attitude ... and all such spirits of thanksgiving ... make sense ONLY in the context of our faith in God through Jesus Christ. One who does not believe has a hard time with the spirit of thanksgiving Christians bring to and find in every situation.

Is it any wonder the first Christians called their worship, "eucharist".  We Methodists use the term to designate holy communion, but it literally means "good gift" ... that which affords joy and thanks.

The power of God can certainly work through our willingness to thankfully receive and share His gifts.

Several years ago a school teacher assigned to visit children in a large city hospital received a routine call requesting that she visit a particular child.  She took the boy's name and room number and was told, "We're studying nouns and adverbs in his class now.  I'd be grateful if you could help him with his homework, so he doesn't fall too far behind the others."

Only when she got to the boy's room did she realize it was in the burn unit.  No one had prepared her to find a young boy horribly burned and in great pain.  She felt she couldn't just turn away so she stammered, "I ... I'm the hospital teacher. I've come to help you with nouns and adverbs."

The boy was in such pain that he barely responded.  The teacher stumbled through the first lesson, ashamed at putting him through such a senseless exercise.  The next morning, a nurse on the burn unit asked her, "What did you do to that boy?"  Before the teacher could finish a profusion of apologies, the nurse interrupted.  "You don't understand. We've been very worried about him, but ever since you were here yesterday, his whole 

attitude has changed. He's fighting back, responding to the treatment. It's as though he's decided to live!"

The boy later explained that he had completely given up hope until he saw that teacher.  It all changed when he came to a simple realization.  With joyful tears, he expressed it this way, "They wouldn't send a teacher to work on nouns and adverbs with a dying boy, would they?"

God calls us to serve Him and offers Himself to work on us. God accepts us just as we are, just where we are ... and promises to make us better than we ever thought we could be!  God comes to work on our weaknesses - to give us strength.  God comes to work on our despair - to give us hope.  God comes to work on the hatred we have between each other - to give us love.  God comes to work on the turmoil in our lives - to give us peace.  God comes to offer forgiveness - to empower US to forgive!

God wouldn't send a Teacher to work on these things if we were dying, would He?

