
Walking the Line

Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7; Psalm 66:1-12; 2 Timothy 2:8-15; Luke 17:11-19

In the years I have served in ministry here I have marvelled at the faith and commitment of

many people within this congregation. After the wonderful celebration we had last weekend of Janet’s

30 years of service (and my measly 15) it reminds me that virtually daily, I have realized the high

privilege I enjoy in being minister to a group of people like you. Even though I’ve spent a great deal of

my life attempting to understand scripture, there are people in this congregation who understand the

Bible better than me. Although I feel a great responsibility to be (in the words of one denominations’

Service of Ordination) “an example to the flock,” many in this congregation live out the Christian faith

more directly and visibly than me.

As I go about my week in the community, whenever I meet someone outside our congregation,

someone who confesses their displeasure with the church, perhaps their hurt at being raised in a

church situation that caused them pain, I always say to that person, “I want to invite you to our

church. We have some people who can, through the way they live the Christian faith, restore your

faith in the church. They can teach you and guide you back toward faith in Christ.”

And yet sometimes, in conversation with someone who’s not part of our congregation, I find

myself thinking, “Wow. This person has more real faith in God than lots of us who more actively

confess faith in God.”

It’s that thought that comes close to expressing the message in this Sunday’s Gospel from

Luke 17.

This Sunday is one of those times. Jesus is walking the line out on the boundary between

Galilee, his home region, and the foreign territory of Samaria. The Samaritans were related to the

Jews, but they had serious theological differences with orthodox Jews, and there were racial
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differences as well. Most faithful Jews avoided contact with Samaritans or the region of Samaria. And

yet that is where we find Jesus today.

And on the way through Samaria, Jesus encounters ten men who have been cast out of their

town because of their affliction with a dreaded illness. They’re considered “unclean” because of their

illness, unable to participate in the life of the community or even join in the community’s worship.

They are outsiders in every sense of the word.

Samaria is the place where Jesus is, and these outcast people are the people whom Jesus

blesses in today’s Gospel. What does that tell you about Jesus?

Jesus is on his way to join us here on Sunday morning. On his way, he passes by two men

crouched together on a piece of cardboard in a dirty doorway, sharing a bottle of booze, outcasts in

every sense of the word.

The ten-thirty worship hour comes, and there’s no Jesus to join the minister and the choir in

the opening procession. So we go ahead with the service anyway. But the ushers stay at their post at

the front door, looking up and down the sidewalk, expecting Jesus to show up at any moment. He

must have stopped at Starbucks to get a coffee. But he doesn’t show. We go through the anthem,

the sermon, the offering, sing the final hymn. No sign of Jesus.

At the end of the service, a disappointed congregation departs. One of the ushers comes

running up, shouting, “Hey! Just found Jesus. This homeless guy nearly knocked me down as he ran

down the street shouting, ‘Guess who I just had a great talk with? Jesus Christ! He’s cured me of my

addiction! Is church already over? I wanted to go down to the altar and give thanks to God for my

cure! Could you unlock the church door so I can go in and praise God for what Jesus just did for

me?’”

Now what does that tell you about Jesus? And maybe, just as much to the point, what does
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that tell you about us? 

There does seem to be this relentless tendency in the church to confine the boundaries of

God’s kingdom to the church. There does seem to be that ever present temptation for us as

Christians to hunker down with our fellow Christians in this congregation and call that the full extent of

faithfulness. 

Maybe one of the things required of Christians is the willingness to contribute to the spiritual

growth of other Christians by finding a way to tell them the truth, by patiently working with them to see

their true situation, and by encouraging them to dare to let God’s power work in them. And maybe

one of the things required of a Christian is to be willing to receive the truth from another, even when

the truth is painful and humbling.

Will Willimon tells a story that I have experienced in similar ways over and over again: “At the

end of a very busy Thursday afternoon, I was chagrined to be encountered, on my way from the

church office, by a shuffling, forlorn older man. Of course he was down on his luck. Homeless. “Could

you help me get some food?” he asked.

Food my foot. I’m sure you will use the twenty dollars that I’ll give you (just to get rid of you) to

buy booze. I gave him the twenty-dollar bill. 

“I guess you expect me to thank you,” he said on his way down the sidewalk with my money. I

told him a thank you would be nice.

“Well, I ain’t,” he muttered. “Jesus made you help me. You’d have never done it on your own.”

“How does that man know so much about you?” I asked Jesus. To which Jesus replied, “How

does he know so much about you?”

The first verse in the Bible, Genesis 1:1, says, “In the beginning God created the church and

the nice folks in my neighbourhood.” No. You know what it says. It’s all God’s creation, not just our
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congregation.

I can imagine those twelve disciples thinking, “We’re special. Jesus has called us to follow

him. We are his first friends, his best friends, his only friends, judging by some of the resistance

Jesus has received. We’ve left everything and followed him on his way. Surely Jesus ought to be

pleased with what he’s achieved with us.”

But then Jesus leads them outside their comfort zone, out into foreign territory, out to Samaria.

And there he apparently doesn’t even go into the safe confines of town; he engages ten poor souls

who, because of their sickness, have been cast out of town. And Jesus wondrously heals them,

telling them to go back to the temple, back to the religious leaders and the righteous to show what

God has done for them.

What does that tell you about Jesus? And what would your reaction have been if you were one

of those twelve disciples?

One of the healed Samaritans comes back and thanks Jesus. And Jesus turns to his disciples

and marvels, “One comes back and shows extravagant gratitude—and he an outsider, a Samaritan,

a foreigner who is not one of us.”

And what does that tell you about Jesus? And what does that tell you about us?

Another story : “In a church I once served we had a severe financial crisis. We made an urgent

appeal to the membership for money to help us get through the crisis. In two weeks we raised most

of the needed funds. The chair of the finance committee joyfully reported the success of our fund

drive.

“But we’ve got a problem,” he said rather sheepishly. 

“A problem?” I asked. “We came close to our goal. What’s the problem?” 

He explained, “The biggest problem is that the largest contribution came from the owner of
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that sleazy bar down the street.”

“What? Why would that guy make a big gift? He’s not a member. I don’t even know him,” I

said.

“Well,” said the finance chair, “he sent a note with his check saying, ‘I’m not surprised to hear

that you guys need more money. With all the good you do in this town, and all the folks you help, I’m

sure there are limits. Here’s my little gift. Blessings to you in your work.’”

He and I stood there in silence for a few moments then he said, “Kinda humbles you, don’t it,

preacher? Kinda makes you ashamed that this guy who ain’t even one of us knows more about

Jesus and his church than us who are in the church.” - Will Willimon

What does that tell you about Jesus? What does that tell you about us?

The Gospel assigned for this Sunday gives us an opportunity to ponder the content of faith in

Jesus Christ. Because of Christ, faith has a peculiar shape. We observe faith as crossing

boundaries. Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem, passing along the boundary between Samaria and

Galilee. A ministry that began in Galilee now moves out from the home base and walks the boundary

between two very different peoples.

Jesus enters an unnamed village. All we see of the village are those sick people who have

been cast out of town and who are forced to live on the periphery of the village. Biblical law required

these “unclean” souls to live near the town dump (Lev 13:46). Marginalized to the boundaries, these

people afflicted with some sort of skin disease (which tradition named as leprosy) lived isolated from

the community. When other people came near them, biblical law demanded that they announce their

sickness to all passersby (Lev 13:45). In their affliction, these people desperately call out to Jesus,

calling him “Master.”

We wonder how these desperate outcasts knew that Jesus was master over their affliction?
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Had they heard reports about his work elsewhere? Why did they believe that Jesus would stop and

have mercy on them? In calling Jesus “Master,” perhaps Luke means to show that these outsiders,

these men who are foreigners, have insight into Jesus’s identity that’s greater than the insight of

some who consider themselves to be Jesus’s faithful followers. 

Curiously, the group was healed “as they left.” Somewhere in that area between meeting

Jesus and going off to show themselves to the priests, they were restored. All of this happened as a

gift. Unlike many of his other healings, Jesus doesn’t touch them, nor does he really say anything to

them. They are healed as if by a gracious overflowing of goodness from Jesus. In Jesus, God has

come near to them and broken down boundaries of nationality and physical condition, along with the

boundaries set up by the faith community.

Only one of those healed returns to thank Jesus for this great gift. Falling at the feet of Jesus,

this Samaritan outcast makes contact with this Jew. He didn’t go to the temple to praise God for the

gift, but rather he worshipped at the feet of Jesus. 

I know that it’s typical for us to scold the men who didn’t return and give thanks to Jesus. But

after all, the others were only doing what Jesus commanded them to do. Jesus marvels at the

gratitude shown by the one who returned. Moreover, he marvels that such faithful gratitude has come

from “this foreigner.” The other nine fail to acknowledge the great gift they have received. They

undoubtedly are thankful for their blessing, but they don’t acknowledge their benefactor.

It leaves with this question to ponder as we head off to our Thanksgiving Feasts: Where in the

life of our church have we seen some “foreigner” show the rest of us insider “Galileans” the true

meaning of faith in Jesus? Thanks be to God. Amen.
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