
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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.” (Luke 17:11-19) 

 

  

I love our summer hymn sings when we start off each service by singing five or six hymns that 

we just can’t get to in other seasons of the year. And I love telling the stories behind those hymns 

which are like mini-sermons, relating the writer’s deep personal experience with the heartfelt 

creation of a hymn to God.  

  

And I also love singing those much-beloved Christmas hymns and carols which all of us 

remember singing since, well, Santa first visited our homes. They are hymns of wonder and joy 

unmatched by any other season. For the most part, anyway. Nowadays I love singing the hymns 

of Advent, those weeks which prepare us for the joy of Christmas, hymns that foretell Christ’s 

coming, yearn for Christ’s coming, pray for Christ’s coming. Everyone else, it seems, wants to 

jump right into Christmas carols, so almost every preacher worth their salt gets tons of 

complaints because we don’t start Christmas a month early. 

  

But if there’s one Sunday on which I’m truly, deeply touched by the hymns, it’s this Sunday, the 

Sunday before Thanksgiving on which we celebrate Thanksgiving. From my childhood, I have 

always loved the hymn “We Gather Together”: 

 

 We gather together to ask the Lord’s blessing;  

 he chastens and hastens his will to make known.  

 The wicked oppressing now cease from distressing.  

 Sing praises to his name, he forgets not his own.  
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And “Come, Ye Thankful People, Come.” Oh, how I love to start worship with that hymn of 

Thanksgiving. Oh, how I pray that God’s people would be thankful people and would, indeed, 

come with joy to gather together. 

  

Then there’s the mighty hymn which we will end with today, “Now Thank We All Our God.” 

The distinguished theologian Robert McAfee Brown said this is the best all-purpose hymn in the 

hymnal. It is, he said, suitable for every occasion: baptisms, weddings, ordinations, funerals, all 

of them. 

 

 Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands and voices,  

 who wondrous things has done, in whom this world rejoices;  

 who from our mothers’ arms has blessed us on our way  

 with countless gifts of love, and still is ours today.  

  

But “We Gather Together” is the hymn I think of most when I think of Thanksgiving. I really 

can’t say why, except that it seems that all of the words are imbued with a sense of deepest 

gratitude. In many American hymnals, “We Gather Together” appears as a Thanksgiving hymn. 

Maybe we sang it in church every Thanksgiving when I was growing up, so it’s tied to that day 

in my mind. So imagine my surprise when I discovered that it really has no connection with our 

American Thanksgiving at all.  

  

This hymn is a late sixteenth-century celebration of freedom by The Netherlands from Spanish 

oppression. Although listed as an anonymous hymn, some sources indicate it is from Adrianus 

Valerious
i
, known for his poems on the Dutch War of Independence from the perspective of a 

peasant, written in Dutch.  

  

Interestingly, the “big break” for this hymn in the United States came when it found its way into 

the hymnal of the Methodist-Episcopal Church in 1935. The popularity increased during World 

War II when singers connected “the wicked oppressing” to Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan. 

More recently, the “We Gather Together” was featured at the funeral of Jacqueline Kennedy 

Onassis in 1994. It’s really a very circuitous story, but in my heart it speaks of Thanksgiving. It’s 

really a hymn about God’s providence, of God’s presence and care for us through the most 

difficult experiences in life. It exults in the Apostle Paul’s declaration that “If God is for us, then 

who can be against us?” And it urges us to trust in God come what may.  

  

And that brings me back to Thanksgiving. Currier and Ives’ portrayals have romanticized the 

event, which was actually a harrowing disaster. 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 

had 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 or child. Can you imagine it? 

  

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, 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, full of woods and thickets, represented a wild and savage hue. If 
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they looked behind them there was the mighty ocean. What could sustain them but the spirit of 

God and his grace?” 

  

These Pilgrim people were, of course, people of the Bible, ones who were seeking a place to 

practice their faith in freedom without persecution. They knew about Sukkot, ancient Israel’s 

harvest festival, and how Israel, at the end of a successful harvest, thanked God for the bounty of 

creation—and also for delivering them from their captivity, giving them their freedom as a 

people. 

  

That is the biblical root of Thanksgiving. The Pilgrim fathers and mothers read their own story in 

Israel’s older, ancient story. God is thanked for the harvest, but also for something far more. 

They thanked God for something not dependent on a successful harvest: namely God’s presence 

and grace and love. The Pilgrims thanked God for enough corn to survive the winter. But they 

were also thanking 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. And so through all of that terrible starving time, they still 

remembered to give thanks. 

  

Are we a thankful people? Do we remember to give thanks? I seek to tell you this morning that 

gratitude, thankfulness, is essential to our spiritual wellbeing. You cannot be mature until you 

understand your own indebtedness. You cannot be whole until you know your place in this world 

and see how dependent you are on the undeserved beneficence of others. You have a right to be 

proud of what you’ve accomplished, how hard you’ve worked, what you’ve endured, how 

you’ve overcome. But face it, you didn’t get where you are by yourself. You had help, and a lot 

of it. You still need it, too. You cannot stand by yourself. 

  

There is a moment in the maturing of a child, well, it’s usually when they are teenagers or maybe 

even young adults, and let’s face it, some people (as we see in this scripture) never get there at 

all. But maturity means coming to that recognition that you are surrounded by sacrifices of grace, 

becoming aware that your parents sacrifice for you, your teachers sacrifice for you, your friends 

sacrifice for you, total strangers who work long hours for low pay sacrifice for you to have the 

life you enjoy. You are not entitled to any of their gifts to you. You have not earned it and you 

do not deserve it. It is a gift of grace, period, and your only mature response is to be filled with 

gratitude for the matrix of support God has provided to you.  

  

Gratitude is the attitude that makes you fit for relationship. A sense of entitlement makes you see 

the people in your life as so many servants put there by God to take care of you, the way a child 

expects his or her parents to meet every whim. But when you are filled with gratitude, you 

become a person of grace. Your life becomes richer. You see your glass is more than half full 

because of the people who have loved you along the way.  

  

But gratitude is more than an attitude. Gratitude is more than a feeling. Gratitude is an action or 

it is nothing in the end. In our Gospel today, Luke tells us the story of ten lepers Jesus healed. 

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 qualify: an allergic rash, severe acne, the 

heartbreak of psoriasis, as well as what we call Hanson’s disease in our time. They figured this 
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outward and visible condition must reflect an inward and invisible evil; you must have sinned to 

deserve such suffering. They figured whatever disrupted your appearance so visibly might be 

contagious and that by allowing your evil to persist among them, they might also be visited with 

evil effects. So you were ostracized and isolated until you got over it. You even had to shout 

“Unclean! Unclean!” to warn people you were nearby so they could avoid you. And if you ever 

got over it, you had to go to the local priest and present yourself so he might declare you clean.  

  

Have you ever been treated like a leper? Then maybe you understand what it’s like. In the 

spiritual ignorance of our own time, we have at times made lepers of women, people of color, 

senior adults, the poor, the sick, the mentally ill, you name it. Directly with open hostility or 

subtly with quiet avoidance, we have despised and rejected them, placed them beneath us in 

rank, or even closed the doors or cast them out.  

  

These lepers knew their place. They stood at a distance and called out to Jesus. But they did not 

call out “Unclean! Unclean!” In him they found a bit of hope. 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, could it be, he might heal them, too? They did not pray the prayer of 

entitlement so popular in our day—“Lord bless us!”—but the prayer of those who understand 

where they truly stand before God—“Lord, have mercy on us!”  

  

Jesus told them, “Go and show yourself to the priests.” You didn’t show yourself to the priests 

until you were healed, you see. Otherwise, they would just tell you where to go in no uncertain 

terms. Jesus was asking the ten lepers to act on faith, to do something to participate in their own 

healing, not to just sit on the sideline and 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, started the healing they sought. Luke says, “As they 

went, they were made clean.”  

  

They had joy. But did they have gratitude? Out of the ten, one man—one man, just one man— 

stopped dead in his tracks and turned around and ran back to Jesus to say “thank you.” And he 

was a Samaritan, for the love of God, a member of that half-breed race despised by those who 

considered themselves God’s beloved chosen. “Where are the other nine?” Jesus wondered. 

“Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”  

  

One of the remarkable people of our generation, Rabbi Abraham Heschel, philosopher and 

scholar, suffered a heart attack from which he never fully recovered. A dear friend visited him in 

the hospital, found him weak and barely able to talk. “Sam,” he whispered, “when I regained 

consciousness, my first feeling was not despair and anger. I felt only gratitude to God for my life, 

for every moment I have lived. I have seen so many miracles.”  

  

In the midst of crisis, disaster or deep pain, do we remember God? Are we grateful to God? Or, 

like nine out of ten lepers, do we forget the one who gives us life altogether? All ten lepers were 

healed. But only one, this double leper who was also a Samaritan—and so perhaps doubly 

understood the gift he had received—remembered. He remembered and came back and thanked 
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Jesus in person. And Jesus told him, “Get up and go on your way. Your faith has made you 

whole.” 

  

Gratitude is the distinguishing feature of those who remember God. Gratitude is the mark of 

maturity among the baptized. So ten were healed, but only one was made whole, outside and in. I 

want to challenge you today to make this a true week of Thanksgiving. In the midst of adversity, 

give thanks for everything you can. Make gratitude an attitude which grows out of your faith and 

trust in God. Remember to turn back to the source of your salvation and give thanks for God’s 

presence and grace and love.  

  

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 thanks. Be grateful! 

Gratitude is more than an attitude and more than a feeling. Gratitude is an action or it is nothing 

in the end. 

  

Friends, let’s make this a Thanksgiving like no other. Let it be a time to reassess and focus, to 

remember our God, to say the love that is in our hearts, to extend the forgiveness and make the 

peace, and to, above all else, say thank you to our great and gracious God.  

 

 We gather together to ask the Lord’s blessing. 

 Thy name be ever praised! O Lord, make us free! 

 

May we pray?  

 

 Beside us to guide us, our God with us joining,  

 ordaining, maintaining his kingdom divine;  

 so from the beginning the fight we were winning;  

 thou, Lord, wast at our side, all glory be thine!  

 

Lord, make us truly grateful for the mercies we have received. And show us the way to say – 

offer – share – give – return thanks, in Jesus’ name. Amen. 

 

 

                                                 
i. c. 1575-1625 


