
1 
Living Into Lent:  Thankfulness Luke 17:11-19; I Thess. 5:18

 3/30/14 

 As we continue our journey through Lent, and the self-

examination that is part of that journey, we come to the issue of 

thankfulness or gratitude, which I believe is a core practice of 

Christian spirituality.  Now gratitude isn’t easy!  In fact in some ways 

it’s harder to be a grateful person today than it has ever been 

before.  Billions of dollars are spent in sophisticated advertising 

campaigns every year to make you feel dissatisfied with everything 

you’ve got.  Advertisers even work to create new desires in you for 

products that you never even thought about needing!  Like 

Snuggies!  And with the tracking software that is everywhere, ads 

tailored to your particular purchasing patterns now appear on your 

personal computer, tablets, and cell phones.  We are bombarded 

with messages designed to make us feel unhappy and discontented 

with our lives.   

Adding to the problem is the fact that that many of these 

desires being promoted are in conflict with one another and couldn’t 

possibly be fulfilled.  Historian Daniel Boorstin puts it like this:  “We 

expect anything and everything.  We expect the contradictory and 

the impossible.  We expect compact cars which are spacious; 

luxurious cars which are economical.  We expect to be rich and 
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charitable, powerful and merciful, active and reflective, kind and 

competitive… We expect to eat and stay thin, to be constantly on 

the move and ever more neighborly…to revere God and to be 

God…Yet never has a people felt more deceived and disappointed.  

For never has a people expected so much more than the world 

could offer.”  Which, of course, leads to a constant sense of 

frustration and anger. 

 Contentment, thankfulness, and gratitude are in short supply.  

And yet, we need a sense of gratitude- especially toward God- if we 

are to grow in our faith and enjoy the lives God has given us.  So, 

how do we become grateful people?  Let’s start by looking at a well-

known story from Jesus’ life which demonstrates both gratitude and 

ingratitude. 

11On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region 

between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he entered a village, ten lepers 

approached him. Keeping their distance, 13they called out, saying, 

“Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14When he saw them, he said to 

them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, 

they were made clean. 15Then one of them, when he saw that he 

was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. 16He 

prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. And he was a 

Samaritan. 17Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? But the 
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other nine, where are they? 18Was none of them found to return and 

give praise to God except this foreigner?” 19Then he said to him, 

“Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.” (Luke 

17:11-19) 

 Let’s think about the story for a minute.  People with leprosy 

were among the most pitiable people in the ancient world.  They had 

an incurable, progressive disease which over time caused them to 

lose their fingers, toes, and even their noses.  It was horribly 

disfiguring.  In addition, society shunned lepers.  They were required 

to live outside of their villages.  They couldn’t work and were 

regarded as religiously “unclean,” meaning that they were forbidden 

to enter the synagogues or the temple to worship God.  They were 

socially ostracized and despised.  They couldn’t even be hugged by 

their children or touched by their spouses.  They survived by 

begging along the roads leading into and out of towns.  These were 

the people that asked Jesus to have mercy on them. They may have 

been seeking healing, but they may also have just been seeking a 

few coins so they could eat.   

 Jesus does have mercy.  He tells them to go and show 

themselves to the priests.  That seems odd until you realize that 

although leprosy was regarded as incurable, the Old Testament law 

made provision for a miraculous cure.  If a leper claimed to be 
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healed, he or she had to go to the priest, who was to act as a kind of 

local health inspector, verifying that the disease was indeed gone 

and allowing the leper to return to society.  By instructing the lepers 

to go to the priest, Jesus was asking them to literally step out on 

faith, believing that a cure was on the way.  They went, and were 

cured as they did! 

 One of the lepers, a Samaritan, returned to Jesus to thank 

him.  Now there was tremendous animosity between the Jews and 

Samaritans.  It went back for centuries, not unlike the animosity 

between various groups in the Middle East today.  But the 

Samaritan- the outsider, the non-Jew, the hated adversary- was the 

only one who got it right and returned to thank Jesus.  By telling the 

story this way, Luke is making it clear that the good news- healing 

and salvation- is available to everyone, not just the Jews.  When 

Jesus says, “Your faith has made you well,” the Greek words used 

can mean either healing or salvation.  The Samaritan’s gratitude to 

Jesus was a sign, evidence, of the change in his heart. 

 So, we’re back to gratitude.  The apostle Paul puts it like this 

in I Thess. 5:18, “…give thanks in all circumstances, for this is the 

will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  That’s pretty straightforward.  

We’re to give thanks to God for everything.  It’s not optional.  It’s a 

fundamental practice for followers of Jesus Christ.  It’s a recognition 
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both that God is sovereign, in control of all circumstances, and that 

we are dependent on God for all that comes to us.  But, for some of 

us, giving thanks is a very difficult thing to do. 

 When a member of the Massai tribe in West Africa wishes to 

express thanks, he or she bows, puts their forehead on the ground, 

and says, “My head is in the dirt.”  It is a recognition that at its heart, 

gratitude is an act of humility, an acknowledgement of our 

dependency on another person.  Maybe that’s why it’s so hard for 

some of us. 

 Listen to this letter to the editor which appeared in the Los 

Angeles Times at Thanksgiving.  “So it’s Thanksgiving.  What a 

misnomer!  Just what is an elderly couple such as my wife and 

myself to be thankful for?  We live on a very limited income.  Try to 

get three square meals a day on it, and you will find it is impossible.  

We will be lucky to have a hamburger for our sumptuous 

Thanksgiving feast.  Granted, the Pilgrims had a reason to offer 

thanks, but now it is dog-eat-dog in this selfish land.  Thanksgiving?  

Baloney!”   

It probably wouldn’t help to remind them that those early 

Pilgrims had a far more difficult life than they have.  Almost half of 

the Pilgrims died during their first winter from starvation and 

disease.  And they faced a very uncertain future as their second 
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winter approached.  And yet they were grateful!  Regarding the 

letter-writer, I’m guessing that many other people in LA live in similar 

circumstances yet are grateful people.  What’s the difference?  Why 

do some people see themselves as undeserving victims, becoming 

embittered by their circumstances, where others see themselves as 

recipients of good gifts from God? 

My wife and I enjoy talking hikes in the woods, especially in 

the mountains, sometimes in wilderness areas.  We usually walk on 

well-established trails.  These trails may have begun as barely 

discernable game trails.  But as people have walked on them over 

the years, they have become permanent paths.  In fact, when the 

underbrush is thick, they may be the only way to get through the 

woods without a tremendous amount of effort.  I think these trails 

are a lot like the habits of our hearts and souls.  We all have certain 

ways of responding to life that become well-worn emotional trails for 

us.  Responding in a different way involves a lot of effort and some 

pain.  Some of us have established paths that tend toward gratitude 

while others have established paths that tend toward discontent.   

Now I’m not sure what causes some people to be more 

grateful than others.  It may have to do with their basic 

temperament.  Or, it may have to do with the way they were raised.   
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 But, I believe we can train ourselves to develop the habit of 

gratitude.  And God will assist us, since it is his will for us to give 

thanks.  So, how might we begin a new habit of our hearts that leads 

to grateful responses, rather than either taking things for granted, or 

always seeing the problems rather than the blessings? 

 My wife Bonnie is pretty diligent about getting up early to 

spend time with God each day.  One of the first things she has 

disciplined herself to do is to make a list of about 10 things for which 

she is grateful.  Of course, at the top of her list each day is “having a 

husband who is loving, wonderful… and humble!” but then she 

forces herself to look deeper for other gifts for which she is grateful.  

Doing this is good in itself, but it also causes her to notice other gifts 

of God throughout the day, so she can include them on her list the 

next morning!  She is developing a habit of the heart of gratitude.  In 

fact, she’s so excited about the area of giving thanks that on a 

recent retreat with friends from another church, she had each of us 

make a list of 100 things for which we are thankful over the course 

of the weekend, so that by the end of the retreat we had over 1000 

things for which we were thankful as a group!  Sometimes, simple 

exercises like this can help us forge a new path in our hearts and 

souls. 
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 Pastor Gomna, a Nigerian pastor from the city of Jos, provides 

an example of a heart trained toward gratitude.  Jos lies at the fault 

line between Muslims and Christians in Nigeria.  Unfortunately, 

there has been violence between the groups in recent years.  One 

night during a riot Muslim extremists attacked his church and burnt it 

down along with his home.  The following week his congregation 

gathered to worship in a little mud wall community center about a 

half mile from their church building.  Pastor Gomna stood up and 

said, “First, I am grateful that no one in my church killed anyone.”  

Following the chaos of the attacks, Pastor Gomna had gone around 

the community and Muslims had come up to him, saying, “Thank 

you for the way you taught your people.  They helped to protect us 

during the violence.”   

 “Second,” he said, “I am grateful that they did not burn my 

church.”  Everyone looked confused at this remark, as they knew 

their church had been burnt to the ground.  But the pastor 

continued, “None of our church members died in this crisis.  They 

did not burn our church.  We can rebuild the building, but we could 

not bring back to life any of our members.  I am grateful that they did 

not burn our church.” 

 “Finally,” he concluded, “I am grateful that they burned my 

house as well.  If they had burned your house and not my house, 
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how would I have known how to serve you as pastor?  However, 

because they burned my house and all my possessions, I know 

what you are experiencing and I will be able to be a better pastor to 

you.  So I am grateful that they burned my house as well.” 

 Gratitude like Pastor Gomna’s takes a great amount of faith, 

doesn’t it?  It trusts that God is in control even when things appear 

to be out-of-control.  It trusts that God can bring good even out of 

tragedy and violence.  It trusts that God still has our back even when 

things are bleak. 

 Do the habits of your heart tend toward gratitude and 

thankfulness, or toward ingratitude and bitterness?  What could you 

do this Lent to forge some new paths that lead to developing a 

thankful spirit? 


