
I suppose the last two and a half years have shown how most people are

terrified of contagious diseases. In the Second World War and at other times,

the slogan was, ‘Coughs and sneezes spread diseases – trap the germs in your

handkerchief.’ Now we have had the Coronavirus pandemic and been made to

wear masks, keep our distance from one another, use hand sanitiser frequently,

and get vaccinated, thanks to the skill of the scientists who have been able to

develop the necessary vaccines quickly.

Until relatively recently, leprosy was the disease that was most feared. Anyone

coming into close contact with a leper risked becoming infected. I remember in

India seeing a group of lepers by the roadside just outside a town. They were

not a pretty sight to behold. The tragedy was that these poor folk had no

access to the widely available drugs which could cure them. Where they sat

and begged was a glimpse of how things were at the time of Jesus.

Jesus actually touched these diseased people, which must have shocked the

onlookers. Many Christians have followed his example. One of special note

was Father Joseph Damien (St Damien of Molokai), who gave his life in caring

for the lepers in Hawaii during the 19th century. After some years working

among them, he announced to the sufferers, ‘I am now one of you.’ Many

Christian medical missionaries have cared for lepers, to the astonishment of

those who had been taught to shun them. Later they were formed into the

Leprosy Mission.

Our illustrious patron, St Francis of Assisi, in the 13th century, was another who

imitated Jesus by touching lepers and even kissing them. There was one

occasion when, as he turned away from a filthy and disfigured sufferer, he had

a vision. He turned back and saw standing in the road, not the leper but Jesus

himself. For ever after, he saw the image of Christ in all who suffer and are

outcast. The love he showed to them was given, not just to them, but to Christ

in them. The lesson is, if you are seen to be showing Christian love to those in

need, some of that love will ‘rub off’ onto those who see you. So the contagion

of love will spread, until Christ’s love infects more and more people, and this

sick and disfigured world will be transformed.

In the Gospels, leprosy is the term for a wider range of skin diseases that the

illness known today as Hansen’s Disease. Whatever form of skin disease is



being referred to in our reading today, the suffering was not just physical but

also social and spiritual. The sufferer was a complete outcast – rejected by

God, so the sufferers and everyone else thought, and shunned by the people.

All ten lepers in the story sought out Jesus for help and all ten were cleansed of

their disease and went off to get their certificates from the priests.

But it seems that nine of them had gained very little from their ordeal and

subsequent good fortune. Since they failed to show gratitude, since they didn’t

thank God for their cure, it is unlikely that they gained any spiritual or

life-changing benefit from the experience. It appears that their cure was,

literally, only skin deep. The disease was gone but nothing else about them

appears to have changed. We are left to assume that after their bitter

experience of illness and isolation they returned to their old attitudes, habits,

and general shallowness of life.

But the tenth man, the Samaritan, the despised foreigner of those times, who

already knew what it was to be an outcast, even without the disease – he was

the only one who was truly healed. As a result of his gratitude Jesus tells him

that his faith has saved him. He was fully healed, made whole. His experience

brought him closer to God and gave him a new direction in life. Whereas the

others appear to have taken their cures for granted or as something they

simply deserved, the Samaritan received his cure as a gift from God for which

to be truly thankful.  There is a huge difference between the two reactions.

We don’t always have control over what happens to us, but we do have control

over how we react to what happens to us. I can think of two friends who have

suffered serious, life-threatening illnesses. Both have said that when they

recovered, they started to appreciate things that previously they had more or

less taken for granted – simple things like fresh air, trees and flowers, people’s

kindness and friendship; even each new day became a precious gift for which

to be truly thankful. Like the Samaritan leper, they found healing to be much

more than a physical cure; it was a truly-life enhancing experience.

It is easy to be grateful to God for the good things that happen to us. But we

have to try to be grateful for everything in life, the bad as well as the good, for

everything that happens to us is a teaching experience that helps to make us

who we are. The New Testament reminds us again and again that God works in



our lives for our good. And we are urged to be thankful, at all times and in all

situations, not least because God is with us at all times and in all situations,

good and bad. In fact, faith has the capacity to change our perspective on an

experience and may even change the situation itself.

Thanksgiving is at the heart of our faith and is always the true prayer of faith.

Our service is called the Eucharist which means thanksgiving. Here we give

thanks for the gift of life itself and especially the greatest gift in our life: God’s

unconditional love for us as shown supremely in the life, death and

resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, and for Christ’s continuing presence with

us at all times. What more can we do than to celebrate and receive that gift

again today with grateful hands and hearts, and then to show our gratitude by

striving always to live lives that imitate God’s great gift of sacrificial and healing

love!

There may not be many lepers out there for us to go and serve and heal, but

they have their equivalents in society today. Who are the outcasts, the

shunned, the excluded, whose dis-eases cannot be cured by antibiotics?

Today’s social lepers need our prayers, compassion, and love – which includes

giving them a listening ear, self-respect, hope, and confidence. It may often be

a daunting ministry, but it is a vital part of what it means to be a follower of

Jesus of Nazareth.


