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Luke 17.11-19

13th October 2013
Outcasts from a village

Lord God – our prayer is that the written word will point us to Christ, the Living Word – so in his name we pray and for his voice we listen.  Amen.

As Jesus made his last journey, from Galilee to Jerusalem, he went through towns and villages preaching and teaching, enjoying meals and sharing conversations.  This morning we’ve read of him passing by a village and encountering its outcasts.

Three place names are mentioned in the first sentence:  Jerusalem, Samaria, and Galilee.  Jerusalem is where he is headed.  Galilee is where his mission began. And at this point in the story he’s travelling along the border between Samaria and Galilee. Literally "on the boundary."   

Maybe the symbolic truth is deeper here than the literal one.  Jesus was, and is, on the "boundary," and that is true in many ways.  Bonhoeffer once said that Jesus meets us both on the boundary of our lives and also at the centre. 

Like so many of his encounters, this is one that presents us with a Jesus who is always aware of life as it really is. Rose tinted glasses or ivory towers were not his style.  He is Jesus the pain bearer as well as the joy giver.  The suffering servant, born a refugee then crucified a criminal.  

So here we have a gospel encounter between Christ and those who literally lived at the very margins of life, 1st century lepers.  And to coin one of his own phrases, Jesus doesn’t pass by on the other side; instead he chooses to get involved.

There is a Common Need in this morning’s story:

v12. He was going into a village when ten men suffering from a dreaded skin disease met him.  They stood at a distance and shouted, Jesus! Master! Take pity on us!  Interesting that the only other group to call Jesus ‘Master’ in Luke’s gospel was the Disciples themselves
Did you notice that word ‘dreaded’?  You almost feel the worry, the fear, and the anguish coming from it.  To have this ‘dreaded skin disease’, then and now, meant upheaval and disruption. 

In those far off days it forced you out of society; it signalled the end of being with your family or earning your own living. The village was out of bounds, and no more would you be welcome at the synagogue to worship with your friends. Everything changed the day you contracted leprosy; and for many it must have seemed as if life finished, they viewed the coming years as no more than a living and lingering death.

Today, thanks to painstaking research undertaken by agencies like the Leprosy Mission, it can all be so very different.  Multi drug therapy now offers leprosy suffers dignity and hope.   But, of course, in Jesus’ day the outlook was thoroughly bleak.

As I read this story I sense that these ten men were like a band of brothers, united in adversity as they lived together on the outskirts of the village. 

So as Jesus passes by Luke makes the chilling observation that ‘they kept their distance’.  They lived on the margins and knew their place; after all it had been drummed into them by a constant experience of rejection.  They were observers of life no more its participators.  

I don’t suppose it really mattered who they were, or what they did, before leprosy came their way.  Facts like: how much they earnt, where they went to school, the skills they had acquired or the families they’d fathered were now distant memories which seemed utterly irrelevant.  What counted was the bond between them, the unity that comes through common suffering.

In fact they didn’t even all come originally from the same ethnic background, because in verse 16 we read that one was a Samaritan.  Normally, of course the custom of the day meant that Samaritans and Jews never mixed, but even the most bigoted cultural barriers became obsolete when you got leprosy.  These ten sufferers were in this together. And the fact that this group on the boundary consisted of both Jews and a Samaritan made it more inclusive than many at the centre of any village.

Once, when visiting a hospital I got myself stuck in a life.  It shuddered, the lights flickered and it came to a worrying halt. I heard myself let out a whimpish yelp.  I was only stuck for a minute or two, seemed longer.  Then everything got working again and as I reached the ground floor I leapt out to freedom, promising myself that I’d take the stairs next time.

I could imagine what would have happened if others had been in the lift with me. I suspect we would have become momentary friends, united in adversity.  We’d have entered the lift as strangers, and in that British way of ours we would have avoided all eye contact. But when the lift stopped someone might have made a derogatory comment about the people who made the lift.  If we had been stuck for any length of time we would have been forced to actually talk to each other, maybe about where we had come from and where we were going.  I reckon we’d have moaned about the hospital’s maintenance engineers.  And by the time we were rescued, we’d have become friends in adversity.

That’s how I think it worked for these ten men.  United in a common need.

The bible has a lot to say about the joy of belonging and the value of community. It’s part of the creator’s instructions for healthy living.  

The People of Israel were one.  The Church is one.  Even the Godhead, Father, Son and Holy Spirit is a Community of love.

I was in a bookshop recently browsing and saw a quote in a book I didn’t buy, but now wish I had.  It went something like this: Technology makes it possible for people to live life without experiencing it.  

Got me thinking; I suppose the author meant that by, say, the technology of the Internet you can communicate with people without ever seeing them, you can build a virtual world and fly an aeroplane without ever leaving the ground.  By the technology of television we get to know everyone who lives in Albert Square but end up knowing no one who lives down our street.

Technology makes it possible for people to live life without experiencing it.  

Now I hope I’m not a Luddite; I’m not against technology,  I even wrote this sermon on my computer, perhaps you can tell!  But I worry, that as well as adding value to our lives, the technology that has brought us the web, texting on phones and listening to music on our ipod systems, may also be robbing us of really experiencing life.  Living, really living, means speaking to people face to face, attending live concerts, playing a sweaty game of football.  All of this is the stuff of community because we are talking to, listening alongside or playing against real people.

I read recently that the Japanese word for ‘people’ is two brush strokes resting on each other, rather like an upturned v.  Symbolic that.  We rest on each other, we need each other. That’s part of our humanity.

Common Need.  We move on, and next I think this morning’s story says something about Individual Courage.

In one sense, of course, they all needed courage to go and show themselves to the priests.  v14. Jesus saw them and said to them, Go and let the priests examine you.  On the way they were made clean.

Perhaps like me you’ve always been struck by that phrase, “on the way they were made clean”.  They started the journey to the priest still with withered hands and disfigured faces, yet they went.  That took faith and courage.

In our Christian discipleship we are also called to show faith and courage.  For often it’s in the doing of Jesus’ will, not the talking about it, but the doing of it, that he works among us.  Probably for those ten men, and certainly for us, the first step is often the hardest.

Well it would be nice to say they all came back wouldn’t it.  It’s the way the story should have worked out.  A community united in need and one brought back together in thankfulness.  But the gospels are never fairly stories, they describe real people, just like us and apt to make mistakes.  So it all seems to go wrong at this point, for as you know only one came back.

For him, of course, that took considerable determination and conviction.  To turn around, swim against the tide and return to Jesus saying ‘thank you’.

But from the other ten, a poor response? Well yes, Jesus thought so, v17: he said, there were ten men who were healed, where are the other nine?’

Even Jesus got disappointed in the work of the Kingdom.

This story, just like the message behind the parable of the sower, reminds us that service in the kingdom of God is sometimes hard going. Jesus experienced that and so do his followers.

But this morning’s story says even more to us. It says the one who came back was the wrong one.  The readers of Luke’s gospel might well have expected that one of the Jews in the group would have returned, but no, it was the Samaritan. Listen to Jesus’ words in vs18: Why is this foreigner the only one who came back to give thanks to God.

It seems to have surprised Jesus too.  And sometimes – no, actually often we’re surprised on this journey of faith too.  

It was the Samaritan who returned.  So, it seems there are two Good Samaritans in the gospels!

Now here’s a final point, Common Need, Individual Courage, and let’s end with a word about Personal Gratitude.

I have in mind v15: When one of them saw that he was healed, he came back, praising God in a loud voice.  He threw himself to the ground at Jesus’ feet and thanked him.

At a former church we had an unusual Trust Deed and I think the shadow of the 19th century matriach, and Malvern landowner, the imperial Lady Foley fell across it at times.  She didn’t like bands, so we were not allowed to sell the building to the Salvation Army, and she was a staunch Anglican, so even though we have a tower and belfry we are not allowed to hang bells, in case we were seen, or heard as a competitor with Great Malvern Priory across the road!

This forbidding of loud music, and the edict against bell ringing, was perhaps just Lady Foley’s way of saying to us rather excitable Baptists; no exuberance here please! 

The healed leper came back praising God in a loud voice.  I think there’s a time and a place for exuberant thanksgiving, grateful praise and heartfelt worship.  And it’s often in church, whatever Lady Emily Foley thought!

A French proverb states, ‘Gratitude is the hearts memory.’

So we quite deliberately begin worship with a hymn of praise and at the centre of the communion service there is a Eucharistic prayer, literally a prayer of thanks. 

CS Lewis once said, ‘Praise almost seems to be inner health made audible’.

It’s part of our worship: standing together before God in our common need, receiving his grace, and the returning time and time again with our corporate thanksgiving.

I couldn’t bear to be part of an unthankful Church.  

It’s a Christian virtue, saying thank you to others and to God – and this Samaritan came back praising God in a loud voice.

The story of Jesus on his way to Jerusalem: meeting the outcasts from the village – people on the margins.

And may it still be our experience that this compassionate God – the sharer of our hopes and fears – meets us in our need and surprises us with his love and care – in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen

Ian Green Amersham 10th October 2013
