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“How Faith Grows: Gratitude”
Luke 17:11-19 November 18, 2018

I imagine that anyone who has had the joy of teaching 
children’s Sunday school will know this morning’s gospel story 
by heart. Like Noah’s Ark, Jonah and the Whale, and the Feeding 
of the Five Thousand, this little vignette is captivating, clear, and 
it contains a tidy, practical moral lesson on the importance of 
saying thank you. Ten lepers (unclean, outcast, visually offensive, 
despised and rejected by the community of faith) boldly cry out 
to Jesus for mercy. Jesus hears their plea and grants them mercy—
“Go show yourselves to the priests,” the ones who could verify 
their healing and restore them to their community. On the way, 
they are made clean. Nine keep walking to show the priest. One 
stops in his tracks, springs back to Jesus, falls to his knees and 
thanks him. 

Here’s the Sunday school lesson. We explain to our children 
that this one healed Samaritan leper did the right thing by 
choosing to return to Jesus and say thank you. We too should 
thank Jesus for the many blessings in our lives and we should 
thank others as well. It is certainly a good lesson for our children, 
and for all of us. Remember to say “thank you” when something 
good happens or when you are given a gift. It is the polite and 
appropriate thing to do. 

But this story is about more than politeness or appropriate 
etiquette. We know this because of the final words that Jesus 
speaks to the tenth leper, the Samaritan. We don’t know much 
about this man—his background or theology, his political views 
or ideology, his economic status or deeply held convictions. All 
we know about the tenth leper is that he recognized the gift he’d 
been given and returned to give thanks. And here is what Jesus 
says of him—“your faith has made you well.”

Thus, I think it is fair to suggest that faith and gratitude are 
intimately related for Jesus, or perhaps that faith without gratitude 
is not faith at all. The man is not praised or remembered for 
impeccable manners, but for this spontaneous and extravagant 
expression of unrestrained gratitude. His actions are extreme, 
even impertinent and impolite. For a Samaritan to approach a 
Jew, with gratitude? For him to praise the God of Israel aloud? 
For this Samaritan to kneel down at Jesus’ feet? This is no 
practice derived from the advice columns of Ms. Manners; this is 
uninhibited gratitude flowing from a restored, healed man. His 
returning thanks is an instinctive, almost involuntary response 
to the gift he has been given. One scholar says that this story 
is the account of two healings—from leprosy and, even more 

importantly, from ingratitude. 

The double healing of this Samaritan leper might provide a 
model for us. A model of deep, true, powerful gratitude that is 
missing in our culture, in the church, and in many of our lives. We 
suffer from gratitude deficiency disorder. The story is told of two 
friends who bumped into one another on the street one day. One 
of them looked forlorn, almost to the point of tears. His friend 
asked him, “What’s wrong? Why are you so sad?” The forlorn 
friend answered, “Well I’ll tell you. Three weeks ago my aunt 
died and left me $10,000.” “Whoa, that’s a lot of money!” “Yes 
well, but then, one week ago, a cousin I never knew passed away, 
and she left me $20,000.” “Sounds as if you’re being really blessed 
these days.” “Just wait, last week I learned that I had inherited 
another $100,000.” Now, the friend was really confused. “Why 
do you look so sad?” The friend answered, “This week, nothing!” 

This week, I wonder what it would mean for us to practice 
genuine thanksgiving. It is more than a polite expression of 
thanks. It is a way of life. It is the capacity for awe. For people of 
faith, gratitude is among the most cherished of virtues. And, like 
all virtues, gratitude requires cultivation and repetition within 
a community of support and accountability. Though we do not 
know the story of this Samaritan, we do know that he had the 
capacity for gratitude, a capacity that was activated when he was 
given the almost unbelievable gift of healing, restoration, and 
new life.

Last year a church member in Atlanta brought me some papers 
that she had found while cleaning out her father’s basement. 
Julie’s parents, Clay and Betty Cain, joined that congregation in 
December of 1963 and Clay was active until he became ill in the 
summer of 2016 and died at the age of 93. Among the papers 
Julie brought me was a letter written in February of 1975 by Tom 
Are Sr., the congregation’s minister at that time. Here’s the full 
text: “Dear Clay and Betty: So often we assume things which should 
be said, so I am writing to say it. Your continued financial support of 
our church is greatly appreciated. In spite of the economic struggle, 
you and others like you, keep us going. I want you to know that 
your faithfulness to this church is not unnoticed and many people 
are blessed by it. Thank you for being such an important part of us. 
Bless you, Tom.” Clay kept that letter for forty years. Expressions 
of gratitude stay with us.

But more than that, the beauty of gratitude is that it multiplies 
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when it is shared. Gratitude grows among us when we refuse to 
keep it to ourselves. The message of the Samaritan leper who 
returned to Jesus, and all the saints who from their labors rest, 
is clear—faith without gratitude is no faith at all. Faith with 
gratitude makes life worth living. 

A few months ago, I was invited to a lunch in honor of a 
retired pastor. Before we ate, the pastor made a few comments 
and ended with the words, “Now let us return thanks.” I had 
heard the phrase many times but had never reflected on its 
meaning—giving thanks back to the God who has given us 
all that we have. Returning gratitude to its source. It’s such a 
beautiful way to describe the act of prayer, when we respond to 
God’s grace the only faithful way we are able: with gratitude.

Tomorrow, November 19th, is the 180th anniversary of the 
founding of Second Presbyterian Church. The 19th fell on a 
Monday in 1838 as well and, though it would be twenty-five years 
before President Abraham Lincoln would formally establish the 
last Thursday in November as Thanksgiving, I can imagine the 
feelings of gratitude that were felt among those earliest Second 
Presbyterians. In the grand sweep of Second’s history, I’m still a 
newcomer here, only twenty-four weeks have passed since that 
hot June morning when our family was so warmly received by 
this great church. But already I am filled with causes to return 
thanks to God for this faithful, missional, caring, supportive, 
united community, for this place of grace. I return thanks to God 
each day for the gift of being your pastor, for the gift of witnessing 
the love and hospitality that you extend one to another, for the 
gift of the depth of your commitment to living the gospel you 
proclaim, for the gift of your generosity, for the gift of those who 
laid a firm foundation of faithfulness here 180 years ago, and for 
the gift of young people and new members who have heard the 
call of God to make this their church home. With a heart full 
of gratitude, we journey ahead by faith and by hope. We return 
thanks to God, whose providence is the source of our life and of 
this community.

Last month, my friend Margaret Curtis sent me a reflection 
that she had written for her local newspaper out in Arizona. She 
describes Sunday mornings many years ago when she had the 
responsibility of getting four preschool-age children ready for 
Sunday school and church. Just as they were about to walk out 
the door, she realized she was missing Mike, the youngest. The 
others searched the house, the yard, even calling neighbors…
but nobody had seen him. Finally, she decided to get in the car 
and drive around the neighborhood in hopes of spotting her 
young son. It was then that they found Mike in the place they 
least expected him, asleep in the back seat of the car. Margaret 
remembers how another son complained about going to Sunday 
school, grumbling and complaining, finally asking, “What do 
we need God for, anyhow?” His sister thought for a second, 
then answered, “So we will have somebody to thank.” Margaret 

observes that no one offered an objection to this answer.

What would it mean for you to be cured of ingratitude? How 
might it grow your faith and transform your life if you began by 
giving thanks? Not assuming what should be said, but saying it 
out loud and often? 

To be cured of our ingratitude, to live with a heart of 
thanksgiving toward God and one other—this is the gift and call 
of our faith, these are the practices that bring joy to our lives. 
So, this week, count your blessings. Discard bitterness. Cultivate 
gratitude. Return thanks. And when you do, you might just hear 
the voice of our Lord, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has 
made you well.”

__________________________
i Joanna M. Adams, “Good and Growing,” Morningside Presbyterian Church, 11/4/07


