
Thanksgiving Sunday, 2020       10 Lepers 

 There are a great many things I have intensely disliked about our current global 

coronavirus pandemic---the suffering of the ill, the ever growing death count, the risks taken by 

health care and other essential workers, the need to distance from others and limit gatherings,  

the canceling of in-person worship and so many wonderful events, are all among those many 

things I intensely dislike.  Somewhere in that mix of covid-19 loathing is the experience I think 

so many of us are having right now, namely—this pandemic turns what would have been happy 

events to anticipate into uncertain events that cause either worry or a sense of loss or both.  

Thanksgiving, which we are celebrating in worship a few days early this morning, being a case 

in point.  Most of us likely normally look forward to Thanksgiving---to gathering with family 

and friends, to eating together, to the festivity of jump-starting the “holiday season.”  

Thanksgiving is typically something to anticipate with pleasure.  But this year, like everything 

else, Thanksgiving is altogether different and not likely the happy occasion for which we hoped.   

Plans made have had to change as circumstances change with rising pandemic cases.  We had 

hoped to have a very modest and small family gathering of sorts, but after this recent surge and 

the Governor’s new rules, we’ve had to forego that, and it makes me sad. And you have probably 

heard countless variations of this same situation or are living it out yourselves.  If we do go 

ahead with some kind of plans, however cautious, we feel anxious and guilty.  Are we doing the 

right thing, we wonder, as we wring our hands?  If we don’t go ahead with plans, we feel 

deprived and depressed.   Because we’re missing out on an opportunity to celebrate with people 

we love.  Furthermore, along with the actual logistics of Thanksgiving causing us angst, we may 

well have conflicted feelings about the bigger picture.  So many are suffering in a variety of 



ways right now.  If we are among them, it’s hard to feel thankful.  If we are not among them, it’s 

hard not to feel guilty that we’re thankful we’re not among them.  2020 is just not the happiest or 

simplest of Thanksgivings for any of us to approach.   It is what it is, right? But, having 

acknowledged that reality, I suggest we do what people of faith have always done:  turn to God, 

as revealed in Holy Scripture, for guidance.  I suggest we consider our Gospel lesson today for 

some possible helpful insights and to discover our rather surprising intersection with those 

involved in this story.    

Our Gospel text today is the familiar story of the 10 lepers, a story that often shows up 

around this time. It is an obvious choice for a Thanksgiving text; it deals with giving thanks.  

Prior to the pandemic, the disease we might have most dreaded could have been cancer or 

Alzheimer’s; in the first century, leprosy was the dread disease.  Leprosy could eat away at a 

person quite literally.  Fingers and toes could die and fall off.  Skin could be hideously 

disfigured.  Which meant it was not an illness you could hide from others.  Because of fear of 

contagion, lepers were outcasts, living in colonies with only other lepers for company.  And like 

cancer or Alzheimer’, leprosy could strike anyone, not merely those of bad reputation and 

lifestyle.  Nevertheless, in keeping with the general trend of thought in the ancient world, those 

who fell victim to leprosy were often seen as somehow having brought it upon themselves 

through a sinful lifestyle.  All of which means that these ten men likely lived lonely, painful and 

impoverished lives at the time they hear that Jesus of Nazareth is traveling near them.  

Now while dementia or cancer may still rate high on our list of contemporary dread 

diseases, as leprosy did in the 1st C, at this moment the disease we fear most is the coronavirus.  



It’s highly contagious, and it’s highly variable in its impact, ranging from virtually no symptoms 

to putting you in the hospital to putting you in the grave.  Covid-19 used to be happening far 

away from us, but presently it’s happening right here and now.  I’d be amazed if every one of us 

doesn’t know a number of people who have been or are presently sick with the coronavirus. So 

here comes some of those surprising intersections between us and the text I mentioned earlier: 

Healthy people in the 1st. C. feared lepers as a source of contagion; we today fear each other as a 

source of contagion.  Lepers avoided contact with others so as to not spread the dread disease; 

we avoid contact with others and wear masks for the same reason now.  Lepers were often 

judged as being somehow responsible for their condition; we also have plenty of blame to go 

around when someone gets sick with covid-19. Upon learning of a diagnosis, we tend to think, 

“They must not have been careful enough.”  Or we might wonder, “Did someone who should 

have known better infect them?”  I think this probably happens because anxious people tend to 

be angry people, and angry people want someone or something to blame.  And we are anxious 

about this virus, and no wonder.  Are you ready for a further intersection between us and them?  

Since the lepers knew their place—which was far away from others—we read in the text that 

“from a distance they shouedt at Jesus, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!”     And how often are 

we now pretty much shouting at people, also from a distance and likely through a mask, in order 

to communicate?  I mean, I think I can relate these lepers in our text a little better than I ever 

have before.  And maybe if we were honest, we are also at least metaphorically shouting out to 

Jesus similar words to theirs, words like,  “Help us!  Have mercy on us!  Heal us! Protect us!’  

We could be these lepers, crying out to Jesus to help them.  



And he does.  He instructs them to go see the priest, as was required of them in order to 

certify their cure so they may re-enter the community. As they went, they were healed.  We know 

the rest of the story.  Only one of the 10, recognizing his healing, turns back to give thanks. And 

it would have seemed he was the least likely of all 10 to do so, as he was a despised Samaritan, 

rather than a good Jew.  That’s Jesus pushing back against our tendency to stereotype others;  it 

turns out the most-easy-to-despise character is actually the hero of the story.  Now, often we 

move from this ending of only one thankful leper into thinking about our own tendencies to take 

blessings from God for granted. Our typical takeaway is that we ought to be more intentional 

about giving thanks.  Which is probably true.  But, I can’t help but feel that in our current state of 

misery and anxiety, the last thing any of us needs is to be beat over the head with a Bible story 

and told we ought to be more thankful.  So let’s explore a different takeaway that this short but 

profound story also presents to us. Rather than focusing on that 10th leper, let’s focus on Jesus-- 

on what He does, and on what he teaches us about God. 

Because as is so often the case, Jesus is somewhere he shouldn’t be, doing something he 

shouldn’t be doing.  In this case, he is near the region of Samaria, where a good Jew like himself 

shouldn’t be. Because Samaria and Samaritans are despised. And he is interacting with lepers, 

which a good Jew like himself shouldn’t do.  Because lepers were not only contagious, but 

religiously unclean.  By being where he is, doing what he does, Jesus demonstrates perfectly that 

there is no one so miserable, so sick, so lowly, so sinful or broken, that Jesus turns His back on 

them.  Isn’t that the Gospel in a nutshell? There is nowhere Jesus will not go.  There is no one 

Jesus will not help.  And that tells us so much that we need to know about God.  Especially right 

now, when we are sick or miserable or scared or broken or feeling sinful or guilty or angry.  



There are literally no barriers to the grace of God. Whatever our or anyone’s human condition, 

God’s grace is present.  It cannot be stopped by human frailty, human fear, human prejudices, or 

human sin.  And that may be exactly the word of grace we need to embrace right now.   

Experiencing that embrace of grace might even stir some feelings of gratitude within us. 

Furthermore, God’s grace is made present to us right now in so many of those “helpers” I 

have spoken of before.  Mr. Rodger’s encouraged frightened children to look for the helpers in 

any situation.  About now, we may all be frightened children inside, but we have plenty of 

helpers we can see, like those on the front lines in health care and other essential services.  In 

their faces we see the face of Christ; in their actions, we see the hands of Christ,  reaching out to 

the lepers.  The ICU nurse, the exhausted ER physician, the researchers working without sleep to 

formulate a vaccine, all who put themselves out for our sakes right now in many ways---they are 

the vehicles of God’s grace for us, a version of seeing Jesus among the lepers.  And for them, we 

may also be profoundly grateful this Thanksgiving.   

No, this is not the Thanksgiving we wanted, nor is it the easiest Thanksgiving to navigate.  

But in spite of everything, let this story assure you of this:  there are no barriers to God’s grace.  

The grace of God is a force for good and for hope in this world that cannot be stopped.  No 

matter what.  Even now.  Even here.  Even for the sickest or saddest or weariest.  Even for us.  

And for that, we do give thanks.  Amen.  


