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

 
  
Dr. John Buchanan tells a story of Kurt Vonnegut, who was one of the most interesting authors of “the 
great generation.” Vonnegut died back in 2007. It was Vonnegut who said that his epitaph, should he ever 
need one (God forbid!), would be “The only proof he ever needed of the existence of God was music.” He 
appeared frequently on the college lecture circuit in the years before he died. He was funny, irreverent; an 
“unbelieving believer” he called himself. His classic novel Slaughterhouse Five was written out of his 
experience as a Prisoner of War in World War II, incarcerated in a slaughterhouse five stories beneath 
street level during the Allied firebombing of Dresden. He and a few other prisoners emerged the next day 
to see the utter devastation, no life moving, buildings burned to the ground as far as the eye could see. His 
writing thereafter contained a poignant appreciation of the gift of human life, the idiosyncrasies, the 
precious peculiarities and oddities, the simple uniqueness of every unique person. 
  
In a talk at the University of Wisconsin, Vonnegut told the audience about his late Uncle Alex. “He was 
my father’s kid brother, a childless graduate of Harvard who was an honest life insurance salesman in 
Indianapolis.” He was well-read and wise. And his principal complaint about other human beings was that 
they so seldom noticed when they were happy. “So when we were drinking lemonade under an apple tree 
in the summer, say, and talking lazily about this and that, almost buzzing like honeybees, Uncle Alex 
would suddenly interrupt the agreeable blather to exclaim, ‘If this isn’t nice, I don’t know what is.’” 
 
 “Please notice when you are happy!” Vonnegut told the Wisconsin students, “and exclaim or murmur or 
think at some point, ‘If this isn’t nice, I don’t know what is.’” And then he did an extraordinary thing. He 
asked the students if they ever had a teacher who made them happier to be alive, prouder to be alive, than 
they previously believed possible. Nearly every student raised a hand. “Now please say the name of that 
teacher out loud to someone sitting or standing near you.” When the din of all those voices died down, he 
said, “All done? ‘If this isn’t nice, I don’t know what is!’”1 
  
Here we are, gathered as one unique body of God’s people. “If this isn’t nice, I don’t know what is!” And 
what that phrase means is “If this isn’t something for which to be thankful, what else is there?”  
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How very much there is for which to be grateful. Little things, large things. Things we take for granted, 
things that amaze us. God has provided us with so very much. But how rarely do we lift up our eyes from 
our too-busy, too-urgent, too-anxious lives. Thanksgiving, then, is that day we are given to stop, 
remember that something wonderful has been done for us. And then to turn back toward God and give 
thanks.  
  
And it’s so biblical. Gratitude is the heart of our faith. Theologian Robert McAfee Brown used to say: 
“The distinctive word in the Christian vocabulary is ‘grace.’ And there is also a word that describes the 
response we are called to make: that word is ‘gratitude.’”  
  
Luke the evangelist tells us the story of ten lepers Jesus healed. Do you understand what it was like to be 
a leper back in those days? Their medical knowledge was primitive. Any kind of noticeable skin 
condition might cause people to think you had leprosy: an allergic rash, severe acne, the “heartbreak of 
psoriasis,” as well as what we call Hanson’s disease in our time. They figured this outward and visible 
condition must reflect an inward and invisible evil, perhaps even a demon. And if not a demon, then you 
must have sinned to deserve such suffering. They figured whatever disrupted your appearance so visibly 
might be contagious and you might even be dangerous, that by allowing your evil to persist among them, 
they might also be visited with evil effects. So you were shunned until you got over it. When you went 
out in public, you were required to shout “Unclean! Unclean!” to warn people you were near so they 
could avoid you. And if you ever got over your affliction, you had to go to the local priest and present 
yourself so he might declare you clean and allow you to return to your home and your family.  
  
Have you ever been treated like a leper, like a diseased outcast? Then maybe you understand what it’s 
like. In the spiritual ignorance of our own time, we have at times treated people like the lepers of old – 
stigmatizing them, treating them as less than whole people. The mentally ill were certainly treated this 
way not all that long ago, those with illnesses have been, people who were divorced, people of color, 
senior adults, even guys with long hair. We have done it directly with open hostility or subtly with quiet 
avoidance. We have despised and rejected others, placed them beneath us in rank, excluded them, or even 
cast them out. It’s no fun to be an outcast.  
  
At least in Luke’s gospel, these lepers knew their place, right? They stood at a distance and called out to 
Jesus. But they did not call out “Unclean! Unclean!” Why not? Because they found hope in Jesus. Jesus 
had a reputation. They heard he had healed a man born blind. They heard he had healed a woman with a 
flow of blood. They heard he had healed a paralytic. Maybe, just maybe, he might heal them, too. Notice 
that they did not pray the prayer of entitlement so popular in our day among those who think they deserve 
special treatment. They don’t pray, “Lord bless us!” Rather, they pray the “sinner’s prayer” of those who 
understand where they stand before God. So they shout, “Lord, have mercy on us!”  
  
And Jesus shows mercy. He doesn’t wave his arms or do any “hocus pocus.” He doesn’t even tell them 
they are healed. He simply says “Go and show yourself to the priests.” Just that. “Go and show yourself 
to the priests.” You don’t show yourself to the priests until you are healed because, otherwise, the priest 
would tell you where to go in no uncertain terms. So the lepers had to start moving in faith and trust. 
Jesus was asking the ten lepers to act on faith, to share in their own healing, not just wait for God to do 
everything for them. 
  
And they did as Jesus told them. All ten of them. They headed for the priest, and the very act of stepping 
out on faith, taking the risk to trust what Jesus said might actually be, so started the healing they sought.  
And Luke says, “As they went, they were made clean.”  
Can you imagine the scene? Can you understand the feelings that welled up within them, the joy that 
washed over them as they were healed, as they realized they would be welcomed by the priests, 
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welcomed by their families, welcomed by their friends, welcomed back into their communities to the life 
they craved? Man oh man, they were joyful. You would be, too. But out of the ten, just one man, one 
man, only one man stopped in his tracks and turned around and ran back to Jesus and sang his hymn of 
grateful praise. “Where are the other nine?” Jesus wondered. “Was none of them found to return and give 
praise to God except this foreigner?” Where were the other nine? Why didn’t they come back to thank 
Jesus?  
  
And where exactly are we? It feels like Jesus is pointing that question directly at me. At you. Are we 
grateful? With the year that our country and state have had, with government shut-downs and consequent 
economic fallout, Detroit declaring bankruptcy, with the illnesses and losses which have touched the lives 
of practically everybody here – can’t we be excused for not being grateful? When tragedies befall us, and 
our lives are full of pain, aren’t we allowed to indulge in being resentful? No doubt that’s what some of 
those nine lepers were wondering. In their minds, they were so conditioned to see themselves as cursed, 
as unlucky, as incurably ill, that they couldn’t shake that self-understanding. I can’t even say that they 
were “ungrateful.” After all, they were doing what Jesus told them to do. But one. One of them could not 
contain his joy. And he did what Jesus expected them all to do: he started praising God. He fell on his 
face, and gave “Thanks!”  
  
And who is this man? Of all things, he is a Samaritan. A Samaritan. A member of that half-breed race 
despised by the Jews, he was a heretic in their eyes. They were theological enemies, some of the worst 
kind. Some Jews, remember, had destroyed the Samaritan temple not long before. They were racially 
impure, having married foreigners when they were left behind during the Babylonian captivity. And this 
“misbeliever,” this person of unclean blood, is the only one to return with deep gratitude in his heart. 
Where are God’s own people when it comes to saying “Thanks”? 
  
The question that is relevant for us today is “How can we be grateful?” When the world seems to be doing 
its worst against us, when “it ain’t easy” and we face hardships and unemployment, and suffering when 
tragic things hit us that we don’t even deserve – how do we find it within us to celebrate Thanksgiving?   
  
Well, I’d ask you to remember that there is something very authentic about observing Thanksgiving in a 
time of adversity and difficulty and even danger. Because that is, after all, how it all began. We 
romanticize the event, of course, with quaint paintings of Pilgrims in broad-brimmed hats sitting down 
with the native Americans, with huge roasted turkeys and heaping bowls of food set on picnic tables. But 
remember that half of those hearty souls who left Plymouth and sailed to Holland and then picked up 
stakes again and sailed across the Atlantic to New England – half of them died after one year in the new 
world. All but three families had dug graves in the rocky soil of New England to bury a husband, wife, 
child.   
  
They had brought plants and seeds with them on the Mayflower, along with provisions for the first winter. 
The barley they planted did very poorly. The peas failed altogether. Starvation was a real possibility. It 
was the corn, given to them by the natives, undeserved, that saved them from starvation: two pounds per 
day per person for the critical second winter. Their Governor Bradford wrote in his journal, “The whole 
country is full of woods and thickets, representing a wild and savage hue. If our people looked behind 
them there was the mighty ocean. What could sustain them but the spirit of God and his grace?” 
  
The Pilgrims were, of course, people of the Bible who were seeking a place to practice their faith in 
freedom without persecution. They knew about Succoth, ancient Israel’s harvest festival, and how Israel, 
at the end of a successful harvest, sang to God a hymn of grateful praise for the bounty of creation.   
  
And that is the actual root of Thanksgiving; it comes from the scriptures. The Pilgrim fathers and mothers 
read their own story in Israel’s older, ancient story. They sang their hymn of grateful praise, thanking God 
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not just for the harvest, but also for something more, namely God’s presence and grace and love. The 
Pilgrims thanked God for enough corn to survive the winter. But they also thanked God for the guiding 
presence they had experienced, the strong hand they had felt leading them, and the love that had sustained 
them through lonely, cold, dark nights, even as they were burying their loved ones.   
  
The Pilgrims understood that God is to be thanked and praised regardless of what is going on around us, 
in good times and not so good times. And that is the biblical witness. Out of adversity and suffering, the 
pilgrims remembered the God who was with them. They stopped. And they gave thanks to God whose 
strength gave them hope and life. In the worst of times, how can we give thanks? I think Jesus would ask 
“How can you not give thanks?” Gratitude is a deeply biblical attitude, a way of looking at and living life.   
  
But how is GOD – or anyone else – going to know if, like the Samaritan leper, you don’t stop. Turn 
around in your tracks and say so?   
  
James Forbes tells the story about this guy who happened into a pet store and found a beautiful tropical 
bird with bright feathers and a rare gift. This bird could talk. Not only that, but it knew phrases in four 
different languages. He thought, “My mother would love this bird,” so he asked the owner of the pet 
store, “Can you ship this beautiful bird to Florida?” “Sure!” the owner said, so he sent this beautiful 
tropical bird to his mother in Florida. After a few weeks, when he hadn’t heard anything from her, he 
called his mother and asked, “Mom, how did you like that bird I sent you?” “It was delicious!” she said.  
“Mom!” he cried, “That was a rare tropical bird! It could talk in four different languages!” “Well, then,” 
she replied, “he should have said something!” 
  
We should say something. It isn’t enough to hold those feelings of gratitude inside. Gratitude is an 
attitude – but as with that leper, it’s also an action or it’s nothing. You have to act on your heart and say 
something. It isn’t enough to feel love for a life partner or friend. How will they know if you don’t tell 
them “I love you” once in a while? It isn’t enough to feel proud of your children in your heart. How will 
they know if you don’t say so from time to time? And it isn’t enough to feel thankful for what others have 
done for you. You need to tell them “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”  
  
I want to challenge you today to make this week a true week of Thanksgiving. I invite – and challenge – 
you to remember to give thanks to God for the gift of this life you’ve been given. Like spiritual pilgrims, 
in the midst of adversity, give thanks for everything you can. Remember to turn back to the source of 
your salvation and thank God.   
  
But wait. That’s not all. I challenge you to make this a Thanks-giving week by intentionally thanking 
others for what they mean to you in your life. This week, say something. Say thanks. Gratitude is more 
than a feeling. Gratitude is an action or it is nothing in the end.  
  
Do you remember how Kurt Vonnegut asked those college students to remember and say thanks for a 
teacher in their life who had made them happier or prouder to be alive? He then had them say that name 
out loud. “If that isn’t nice, I don’t know what is,” his Uncle Alex said.  
  
I want you to do something similar. I’m going to time 15 seconds for you. Just 15 seconds. I want you to 
remember people in your past, or someone in your life right now. Think of their name. They may be 
parents or children. Teachers or coaches. Mentors or colleagues. Spouses or friends. Grandparents or 
grandchildren. Stop. Remember. And, then, in your heart, do that deeply biblical thing: sing your hymn of 
grateful praise. Thank God for someone who has touched your life. Fifteen seconds will seem like 
forever, but how else can you give thanks? 
 
Do it now! 
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For the joy of human love, 
Brother, sister, parent, child, 

Friends on earth, and friends above, 
For all gentle thoughts and mild, 

Lord of all, to thee we raise 
This our grateful hymn of praise.  

 
If this isn’t nice, I don’t know what is.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
                                                 
1.  The introductory illustration in this sermon comes from Rev. John Buchanan, 11/18/07, Fourth 
Presbyterian Church, Chicago, Illinois.   


