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11 On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria 
and Galilee. 12 As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping their 
distance,     13 they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14 When 
he saw them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they 
went, they were made clean. 15 Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, 
turned back, praising God with a loud voice. 16 He prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet 
and thanked him. And he was a Samaritan. 17 Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made 
clean? But the other nine, where are they? 18 Was none of them found to return and 
give praise to God except this foreigner?” 19 Then he said to him, “Get up and go on 
your way; your faith has made you well.” 
 
 Ah, the search for the perfect thank you note.  It’s like the quest for the 

Holy Grail to those who believe that manners are the measure of a person.  

How soon after an event must the thank you be posted?  Does a big gift 

require a big thank you?  Is it OK to text your thank you, or e-mail your 

thank you?  When is a pre-printed acknowledge acceptable?  What about 

expressing your gratitude in person—does that take the place of putting 

something in the mail? 

 Dr. Robert Emmons is something of a guru of gratitude.  Emmons is 

professor of psychology at the University of California, Davis, and has 

written five books, including The Psychology of Gratitude (Oxford 

University Press), and Thanks! How Practicing Gratitude Can Make You 

Happier.  After his first book on gratitude was released, Reader’s Digest 
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asked Emmons to critique a note that President George H. W. Bush wrote to 

actress Goldie Hawn, thanking her for her company at a recent dinner party. 

Here’s the note:  

Dear Goldie,  

Am I enchanted? You bet. Thanks for giving me such a relaxed good time at 

dinner. When Jane Weintraub told me where I was sitting, I was a little 

worried only because I’m not too hot of a dinner partner. (I didn’t ask you to 

dance—on that one, look at it this way—you’ve still got 2 good feet.) 

Anyway, you were a fantastic dinner partner. You made me feel welcome 

and totally at ease. I didn’t even have to unveil my 12-point plan for dealing 

with Gorbachev. Thanks for being so darn nice!! Good luck— George Bush  

 What do you think?  Is that a good thank you note?  Dr. Emmons wrote 

this review for Reader’s Digest 

 I’m no Emily Post when it comes to etiquette. Besides, I think it rather 

presumptuous for me to comment on the actions of a former commander-in-

chief. Nevertheless, my analysis is that he did all the right things:  

(1) President Bush’s self-deprecating humor deflected attention from 

himself,  

(2) he put the focus where it rightly belongs, on the source of his gratitude, 

and (3) the former president mentioned specific benefits that Goldie Hawn 

provided, avoiding the all-too-common “thanks-for-everything” approach.   

 The power of gratitude has been acknowledged since ancient times but 

we know a bit more about the science of gratitude now.  Emmons offers this 
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report card on the power of saying thank you:  “Clinical trials indicate that 

the practice of gratitude can have dramatic and lasting effects in a person’s 

life. It can lower blood pressure, improve immune function, promote 

happiness and well-being, and spur acts of helpfulness, generosity, and 

cooperation. Whether gratitude springs from the glad acceptance of 

another’s kindness, from an appreciation for the majesty of nature, from a 

recognition of the gifts in one’s own life, or from countless other enchanted 

moments, gratitude enhances nearly all spheres of human experience. Some 

of the best moments in life are those in which we sense we have been the 

beneficiary of goodness freely and generously bestowed on us.” 

 Emmons warns his readers that in the self-absorbed reality of our 

culture today, gratitude is too often reduced to merely a feeling that makes 

us happy.  Gratitude is important not only because it helps us feel good but 

also because it inspires us to do good.  Gratitude prompts us to send a note, 

to pay a visit, to return the favor, to perform some random act of kindness, 

and in so many other ways to make the world a better place. 

 There is a grateful man in front of us in our scripture for today.  I 

expect you have passed by this story before, and perhaps you have noticed a 

few problems with the details.  Let’s deal with those right up front.  Why 

don’t you take a pew Bible and turn to this story so that we can look at these 

details together. 

 Problem #1:  Did Jesus really command a Samaritan man to go and see 

the priest?  For the nine who were Jews, it is a matter of Jewish law to show 
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yourself to the priest after you have been healed.  When you had a disease 

that made you unclean, it is up to the priest to determine that you are now 

clean and able to return to normal life in your community.  But a Samaritan 

doesn’t have to follow that law. 

 Problem #2:  Why is Jesus criticizing the other nine for doing exactly 

what he told them to do?  The story indicates that the healing took place on 

the way as they demonstrated their obedience to Jesus. 

 Problem #3:  Why does Jesus single out the Samaritan and tell him 

“Your faith has made you well” when all 10 were healed? 

 We can better understand this story and deal with some of these 

difficulties if we divide it into two parts.  Verses 11-14 give us a healing 

story, and verses 15-19 is a salvation story about a foreigner.  Both of these 

activities are part of a typical day as Jesus and the disciples make their way 

to Jerusalem. And throughout this long and eventful road trip, Luke keeps 

reminding us that Jerusalem is just over the horizon, that the final 

confrontation is coming. 

 One way that we know part two is a salvation story is the word that is 

translated here as to be made well.  It is the same word that is often 

translated “to be saved.”  It is used when Zaccheus and all his household are 

saved when Jesus visits them in chapter 19. 

 I believe Dr. Emmons would approve wholeheartedly of the way that 

this man who once was lost and now is found expresses his gratitude.  He 
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turns around to give thanks to the one who has saved him.  He shouts for 

joy.  He bows down at Jesus’ feet. 

 As this man’s turns for home and shares the news of his healing, we 

have no doubt that his gratitude is going to spill over onto his family and his 

neighbors and that many people will hear the good news from this brand 

new follower of Jesus who is gratitude personified. 

 So here’s the bonus question.  Do you hear an echo from the Old 

Testament in this story?  The writer of Luke who is the consummate 

storyteller of the gospel writers loves to frame the stories of Jesus in the 

style of Old Testament prophets.  A similar account of a leper being healed 

and a foreigner being saved in 2 Kings chapter 5.  You remember the story:  

Namaan, commander of the king’s army in Damascus, is afflicted with 

leprosy.  One of the servants in his household, a young girl taken in captivity 

from Israel, tells her mistress that there is a prophet who could cure her 

master.  After several twists and turns in the plot, the mighty commander 

arrives at the house of Elisha the prophet.  When he asks for an audience 

with the man of God, Elisha sends out a messenger instead, instructing 

Naaman to make his way to the Jordan River, wash seven times, and he will 

be healed. The requirement is much too ordinary for Naaman’s taste.  Surely 

the rivers back home in Damascus are much superior, and just who is this 

Elisha who can’t even be bothered to come to the door and receive his 

important guest?  Once again it is a servant who calms down Namaan and 

encourages his master to give Elisha’s instructions a try, and Naaman 
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humbles himself long enough to be healed.  His skin was as smooth and 

clear as a child’s, and he was clean.  Naaman, his heart overflowing with 

gratitude, immediately returns to Elisha, and declares, “Now I know that 

there is no god anywhere on earth except in Israel.” 

 Don’t you wonder how Naaman and the man from Samaria talked 

about their healing in the years that followed?  Both men were able to see 

beyond a whole and healthy body to the One who made them whole.  I 

imagine that their faces lit up and their eyes filled with tears as they told the 

details with reverence and gratitude. 

 Emmons, our gratitude guru, says gratitude is first and foremost about 

remembering.  If there is a crisis of gratitude in contemporary life, Emmons 

suggests it is because we are collectively forgetful. We have lost a strong 

sense of gratitude about the freedoms we enjoy, a lack of gratitude toward 

those who lost their lives in the fight for freedom, and a lack of gratitude for 

all the material advantages we have.  Grateful people draw on positive 

memories of being the recipients of benevolence, a giftedness that is neither 

earned nor deserved. 

 If there is one part of our time in worship that consistently overflows 

with gratitude, it is what happens next.  Coming around the table is all about 

remembering God’s greatest gift.  The words of our elders every Sunday 

remind us to give thanks.  We are blessed, we are loved, we are forgiven. 

 Thanks be to God. 
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