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Have you ever felt as if you just didn’t belong? Maybe I should rephrase that, was anyone here ever a 

teen-ager? If so, perhaps you know a little bit of what it is like to be an exile—someone who is not at 

home in their time or place. Exile can happen in a variety of ways—it can be forced, like for the 

Israelites, who were transported by force away from their promised land into a very foreign situation. 

It can be “triggered,” such as those in Ukraine who felt as if they had to leave home to stay safe as 

the Russians invaded. Many Central and South American refugees are exiles who had to flee 

because of political danger in their home country or because they could no longer make a living there 

or they no longer were safe there for other reasons. Others may choose to leave home and go far 

away, to follow a dream, but that doesn’t mean they don’t share some of the feelings and experiences 

of other exiles. In our world, a feeling of exile may occur when there has been trauma or chronic 

illness or economic difficulties or loneliness or homelessness or a doubtful future because of physical, 

mental, or emotional difficulties. It may occur when we watch friends decline or when we have an 

unexpected setback, or just face an uncertain future. Exile can be thought of as a disruption of our 

lives, and not the creative kind we hear about in the business world. We feel lost, with no direction, 

and maybe with no hope. 

If any of that rings a bell for you, then you perhaps can imagine how the Israelites felt in Babylon, 

where they now found themselves, after the destruction of Jerusalem in 597 BCE and then the 

destruction of the temple in 586. The Babylonians had removed many but not all of Jerusalem’s 

citizens as an intentional disruption, so there would be less opportunity to create an uprising in the 

conquered territory. Those who were carried off could not assist in any coup, and all would likely be 

so discouraged by their current state of existence in a foreign land, not speaking the language, that 

they would be no trouble to keep under the thumb of their captors. It was to these people that 

Jeremiah was writing. He was still in Jerusalem, trying to encourage those still at home as well as 

those now far away.  

Jeremiah gives them some unexpected advice. They had been hearing from false prophets who said 

that the exile would be pretty short—no more than a year or two and they’d be back home. But 

Jeremiah was much more realistic. He could see that this was a situation for the foreseeable future, 

with no quick fix.  

About 5 years ago, Bob and I were on a hiking trip in New Zealand. We had taken a pretty long bus 

ride from the southern coast to the northern coast and it had rained the whole way. No, it had poured 

the whole way. We were all glad not to be hiking that day. But the next day was sunny, so we 

ventured out on the planned hike. But there was so much water and so much mud along the track 

that it was impossible to avoid. Our guides were quite cheerful and kept telling us to “embrace the 

mud” and “embrace the water”—and when we quit worrying about it and embraced the experience, 

everything went much better, and we had a great day (of course, the shoes were quite the sight at the 

end of the day!) 

Jeremiah is basically giving the Israelites the same advice and it is a radical message for them—he is 

telling them to quit whining, accept the situation as their new reality, and in fact to embrace their new 

lives. He tells them to settle down, build homes, plant gardens, make a life here, to sing a new song 

in a strange land. Get involved in their new communities, work for the good of their new villages or 

towns, run for office, and in fact to pray for their new locations, to pray for their enemies! He is calling 



for a paradigm shift. Jeremiah is telling them that God is not restricted to Jerusalem, but is a universal 

God, and that God is present and active even in such a seemingly inhospitable place! In some ways, 

he is getting them ready for their eventual return home—if they create a community where they are 

and remain faithful, it gives God a chance to work among them and their enemies, so that God will 

actually have a community to redeem in the future. Jeremiah is reminding them that the God of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is the God of unexpected news (think of Noah, of Abraham and Sarah, of 

Mary and Joseph, of Saul of Tarsus), and it is good news. God is always making all things new. 

Let’s fast forward several hundred years. The Israelites were indeed returned home but are now 

under the rule of the Romans. But some are still in a sort of exile—the lepers. Back then, any bad 

skin disease could have been called leprosy—it might actually have been leprosy or Hansen’s 

disease, which is now curable, but it might also have been any number of unexplainable and 

untreatable skin problems. It was bad enough that the person had to suffer from a painful and 

disfiguring disease, but they were also excluded from human contact, from worship, from family—they 

couldn’t hold their children or be near their spouses or parents; they did not have the support of their 

faith community. They were truly exiled. This was, to a large extent, a way to control contagion, but 

still had to be a horrible existence. There were leper colonies on the edges of society, where they 

would gather to live together for some human interaction, but it would be hard to exaggerate the 

isolation and the emotional pain they experienced. And only the priest (not a physician) could declare 

someone as “clean” if and when a problem went away, so that they could be restored to their lives. 

In today’s story, Jesus and his disciples are headed to Jerusalem, and they are traveling through a 

region between Galilee and Samaria. They were approached by a group of 10 lepers, who probably 

had bells on to warn everyone they were coming close and were “unclean”. (Imagine that further 

humiliation, if you will.) They must have heard about Jesus, because when they see him, they cry out, 

“Master, have mercy on us!” And you will not be surprised to hear that Jesus responded. He told them 

to go and show themselves to the priests, so that they could be declared clean and therefore could 

officially return to society. They left immediately and while they were en route, they realized that they 

had been healed! 

I’d like to pause here for a moment and wonder about Jesus. This is the largest “mass healing” that I 

can think of—usually Jesus heals one person at a time, and we often read about how afterwards he 

goes off alone to pray or to rest. When one woman touched the hem of his garment and was healed, 

he felt the strength go out of him as it happened. So how was he affected after healing 10 people at 

once? He must have been totally drained. Luke doesn’t tell us, but I think about this as we read his 

response to the one leper who returned. 

One of the lepers who was healed, once he recognized what had happened, stopped, turned around, 

and returned to Jesus. He fell at Jesus’ feet, praising and thanking him for the healing. Jesus’ 

response seems just a bit grumpy, but really it’s a good question—“Weren’t there 10 of you? Where 

are the rest?” To be fair, he had told them to go show themselves to the priests, and they had done 

what he said! And indeed, all 10 were healed. But only the one had returned. This one was not just a 

leper, but a Samaritan, which made him doubly outcast. Remember the Samaritans were considered 

heretics, culturally inferior, a group despised by the Jews. But Jesus did not ask his politics, his 

nationality, his religion. He had to know he was a Samaritan, because back then people just knew the 

differences—sometimes because of accent or because of dress or other features. But Luke makes it 

clear there was no doubt that this man was a Samaritan. Jesus goes on to say, “your faith has made 

you well,” which meant your faith has made you whole, and is the same word that means “saved.” 

This man has not only been healed physically, but he has been restored to a right relationship with 

God and humans. Part of what Luke is showing us in this interaction with the Samaritan is that Jesus’ 

message is universal. 



What was it that saved him? According to this story, it was his gratitude. His recognition that he had 

received a great gift turned him around to seek out the giver and express thanks. And it changed his 

life. He received a total restoration; a redirection of his life and faith. His faith is complete because it 

contains gratefulness and his gratitude led to a relationship with Christ. Jesus is teaching us 

something about the nature of faith. To have faith is to live it, and to live faith is to give thanks. The 

basic Christian response to God is gratitude, according to Karl Barth: gratitude for the gift of life, 

gratitude for the world, gratitude for the dear people God has given us to enrich and grace our lives. 

The basic Christian experience is gratitude to God for God’s love in Jesus Christ and the 

accompanying gift of hopeful confidence and wholeness and wellness that comes with it, regardless 

of the worldly circumstances in which we find ourselves. In some sense, to have faith is to have 

complete trust in God, which leads to gratitude. We are called to be thankful in all things, and if we 

practice gratitude intentionally, it can change a person’s life. In fact, it can also change the life and 

character of a congregation. From a perspective of gratitude, stewardship is transformed from 

fundraising to the glad gratitude of joyful givers. The mission of the church changes from ethical duty 

to the work of grateful hands and hearts. Prayer includes not only our intercessions and supplications, 

but also our thanksgivings and praise. When we give thanks in all things, we find that God, indeed, is 

in all things. 

Just as Karl Barth said that the basic human response to God is gratitude, C.S. Lewis said that 

“Praise almost seems to be inner health made audible.” There is something life-giving about 

gratitude. There was a recent study done that learned that grateful people have a health edge. 

Gratitude seems to be a stress reducer. Grateful people are more hopeful, and there are links 

between gratitude and the immune system. 

And it is in our daily lives, rather than special events, that we have the most opportunities to be 

grateful, but only if we are truly at home in those lives. I’m reading a book right now called Altar in the 

World, by Barbara Brown Taylor. She talks about all the times we tend to miss God-sightings or 

opportunities for worship or times for gratitude in our daily lives because we just fail to pay attention. 

She says that people sense that there is more to life than they are being shown, and they search for 

this treasure. “The last place most people look is right under their feet, in the everyday activities, 

accidents, and encounters of their lives. . . . The treasure we seek requires no lengthy expedition, no 

expensive equipment, no superior aptitude or special company. All we lack is the willingness to 

imagine that we already have everything we need. The only thing missing is our consent to be where 

we are.” She goes on to say “My life depends on engaging the most ordinary physical activities with 

the most exquisite attention I can give them. . . . What is saving my life right now is becoming more 

fully human, trusting that there is no way to God apart from real life in the real world.” You’d think 

she’d been reading Jeremiah, wouldn’t you? And I can’t help thinking of our Samaritan leper and his 

attention to what was happening to him. 

So, let’s go back to those exiled Hebrews. Jeremiah, speaking for God, wanted them to settle in to 

their new lives, to consent to be where they were, so that they could experience God’s promised 

faithfulness. If they were always looking for a ride back to Jerusalem, they would not notice the 

seasons of the year or the joys of planting in this new land, nor could they learn from their new 

neighbors or develop relationships with them. They would miss so many chances to be grateful and 

to grow their faith. They would not see God’s activity in their lives. Similarly, if small churches are 

always looking for ways to make the congregation bigger, then we might miss the mission 

opportunities and the impact that a small but determined group can find and make. Jeremiah wanted 

them (and us) to embrace the here and now, valuing the past, but not pining for it, to find that altar in 

the world; he wanted them (and us) to find ways to be faithful in our living so that others might inquire 

about our inspiration, our resolve, and our trust, and thereby be drawn into relationship with God. 

Even though he didn’t use the same language as Jesus, Jeremiah knew that everyday life, lived with 

gratitude is incredibly powerful—it changes everything. 


