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The Way of Gratitude

This morning is special because today we baptize Ryan Ellis into the Christian community, and we welcome him as a full member of our community. One of the remarkable things we say is that we mark him as Christ’s own forever. He is now our family in Christ, and we are his family. When we do this, we are meant to remember the words spoken to Jesus at his baptism, and then to apply them to Ryan, and to apply them to us: “You are my child, my beloved; with you I am well-pleased.”

Today we take care to remember what is at the very heart of the Christian faith: that God accepts you just as you are, loves you through and through, and will never leave your side. No matter what our failures have been--or what they will be--in fact no matter what happens, God will not grow weary of us, and not leave us. It is a love we can count on.

To be a member of the baptized community means that God’s promise to stay with us stands even when we forget. It means God’s faithfulness stands even when we are unfaithful. And when the world has convinced us that our worth depends on how much we make, how hard we work, how productive or successful we are, God says “You have worth because you are mine and I love you forever.” There is nothing the world can throw at us that will ever remove God’s faithful love. Remember that, hold onto it, trust it. 

If you’re a listener to National Public Radio/WETA you know it’s their annual membership drive. The best sales pitch I’ve heard so far comes from the Car Talk guys Click and Clack. They said that instead of figuring out your carbon imprint on the environment and paying to offset it, you should figure out your Car Talk imprint--how much you’ve listened, whether you’ve told a friend, if you’ve called in--and then you should offset it with a pledge to get their show off the air and more serious shows on the air. 

Point is, even with the help of the Car Talk guys, for every group in our culture, whichever way you slice it, membership has a price tag. The world says everything has a cost, that there’s no free lunch. You gotta buy it, or you gotta earn it. 

But the church says that nothing is for sale, because God’s gifts are given freely to us. We can’t buy God’s acceptance and mercy, we can’t buy God’s promise in baptism to stick with us no matter what, we can’t buy God’s love. Our economy works one way, but God’s economy works another way. The church says nothing is for sale and all we need to do is look to Jesus for our proof: in his life, his death, and his resurrection he offered a love that could never be earned or bought, because he always gave it freely to us. All we can do is accept it, give thanks for it, and live into it. 

In the Gospel this morning ten lepers confront Jesus. They keep their distance as they had been taught, not so much because their leprosy was contagious, but because the sin that supposedly caused their leprosy was thought to be contagious. They cry out for Jesus to have mercy on them, and he hears them and sees them. He sends them to the priests, and on the way all ten are healed, all ten made clean. Of the ten, nine reenter their community and presumably pick up their lives where they had left off. They had been made clean, and normal life could finally resume as usual. Having been healed, they could forget about that desperate time living on the edge, excluded from their community; they could forget about how weak they were and how willing Jesus was to help. Let’s face it, they could get back to relying on themselves again. Like good consumers, they got what they wanted, and they kept on going. After all, it’s just the way the world works: you want something, and if you get lucky or if you have the money you get it. 

But one of the ten former lepers turns back and thanks Jesus. We’re not sure why, and Luke doesn’t tell us exactly. Maybe it’s because he’s a foreigner, a Samaritan, so he had two strikes against him, two reasons to be excluded: his disease and his ethnicity. We don’t know. 

My hunch is that the other nine simply forget to thank Jesus, but the Samaritan remembers. He remembers how painful his experience was, and he remembers how quick Jesus was to save. The Samaritan wasn’t afraid quite literally to count his blessings, and to thank God for them.  

I don’t know if this happens to you, but when we pray our weekly prayers of thanksgiving--when we come to that time in the service to thank God in prayer, my mind goes blank. And you can hear it too--we know what we want, and we say so out loud: who we want God to heal, how we want God to act. But when it comes time to say thank you to God, most of us including myself are silent. It’s as though we suffer from amnesia; our minds just seem to go blank. 

If we think about it, amnesia is not a new cultural phenomenon or human weakness. When Moses was teaching the people God’s laws, his refrain to them was “Take care that you do not forget the Lord your God.” In almost every context the warning came right after Moses described how to live in a land of plenty: when the water and wine are flowing and the food is abundant and you have all you need, take care that you do not forget the Lord your God. Or in the case of the ten lepers, when God helps bring you through a painful time, lonely time, desperate time, take care that you do not forget the Lord your God. Like Israel, the Christian community lives with the understanding that we are not autonomous creators of our own existence but that our very life is a gift from God freely given. 

Now someone probably told you that today is stewardship Sunday and the beginning of the church’s stewardship season, and you’re waiting for the pitch, so here goes. Faithful stewardship, like baptism, is not about money; it’s about choosing the way of gratitude.  The Samaritan leper today resists amnesia and begins a life of trusting in God’s goodness, and of saying thank you to God. It may involve his money, or it may not. We become good stewards of the life God has given us, the community he’s surrounded us with, the promise that sustains us, and the love that calls us out of the depths, when we choose the way of gratitude. 

Take care that you do not forget that you are God’s precious child, God’s very own beloved; and that with you God is well-pleased. And give thanks, not only with your lips, but in your life.
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