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Luke 17:11-19                                                                              October 13, 2013 
                                                Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
     Living the Christian life can be a daunting assignment. We need all the help we 
can get, and sometimes that help - through the mysterious workings of the Holy 
Spirit - comes to us from unexpected sources…. 
    We have been working our way through the gospel of Luke this liturgical year, 
and within this gospel we find that Luke contains some of the most beloved and 
most instructive parables. Through these unforgettable stories of seed, farmers, 
sheep and shepherds, lost coins, lost sons and waiting fathers, Jesus teaches us 
deep spiritual matters without directly talking about deep spiritual matters. 
Sometimes Jesus speaks parables, and sometimes he enacts parables. In other 
words, he preaches “living parables,” and instructs us by calling our attention to 
God’s work among us EVEN through other people. 
    Today’s Gospel lesson, with its stress on gratitude for the gift of healing, is a 
favorite text for church services around our annual celebrations of our national 
day of Thanksgiving. But the lectionary focuses on this text long before the 
Thanksgiving Holiday arrives this year. So that gives us a chance to see this 
passage in a different light. Now it can be explored for a different purpose – one 
other than pure gratitude. Note that one of the primary focuses of this account 
about the healed leper, is not only his gratitude and his return to give thanks – 
but is also includes the focus on his identity – something that Thanksgiving 
services often fail to highlight. That grateful leper was, after all … a Samaritan. 
    Jesus and his disciples are out on the margins – out somewhere near Samaria. 
All of them are from Galilee, but Jesus has them roaming outside the boundaries 
of their native territory – outside their ‘comfort zone’, we might say. Since they 
are out near Samaria, they are near the land of the infidels – the ‘heathen’ of 
their day. The region north of Galilee was the dwelling place for the Samaritans 
who have had historic differences with orthodox Jews concerning Jewish dogma 
and the place which was designated as the center for worship. 
    The Samaritans were a race of people who were the product of the 
intermarriage of the Jews and the Assyrians, going way back from that time when 
Assyria conquered the northern kingdom - thus they were not considered to be 
part of the pure Hebrew race. Theologically they did acknowledge Moses as a 
supreme leader of God, and they accepted the Torah as the only authentic law of 
God. But they claimed that Mount Gerizim was the chosen place for worship of 
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God, not Jerusalem. That was probably because, during the years of the divided 
kingdom, Samaria served as the capital of the northern kingdom, a.k.a. Israel; and 
Jerusalem was the capital of the southern kingdom, a.k.a. as Judah, with each 
capital claiming to be the center for “true Hebrew worship.” 
    Then, as a group, the Samaritans attempted to obstruct the efforts of Ezra and 
Nehemiah to rebuild the city of Jerusalem and re-establish the temple there. So, 
for the Jews in and around Galilee and Jerusalem, the Samaritans were treated as 
if they were a cult – They were not accepted as “true Jews”; they were certainly 
not to be trusted. 
     Yet, Jesus seems to have not accepted this orthodox Jewish position. Earlier in 
Luke, when Jesus had set his face toward Jerusalem, he went through a Samaritan 
village, seeking hospitality there. But they would not receive him, and sent him on 
his way because … well, because he was “going to Jerusalem.” His disciples asked 
Jesus if he wanted them to ask God to “rain fire down upon these Samaritans;” 
but Jesus rebuked his disciples. Still, that incident shows there was no love lost 
between the Jews and Samaritans. 
    Yet… in a text we shared a number of weeks ago earlier in Luke, Jesus created 
quite a scandal with at least one lawyer when he dared to use one of these 
Samaritans as the “hero” in his account about the wounded man in the ditch.  It is 
a story often labeled ‘the Good Samaritan.”  We have kept that term as a kind of 
legal reference to those doing good deeds up to our day, trying to protect well-
intentioned deeds from frivolous law suits. 
    Then in today’s account Jesus appears to repeat that surprising twist. He is 
again praising the behavior of… of all things, another Samaritan. Of those ten 
lepers who were healed, only one – “a Samaritan” came back.  Only one came 
back to fall at Jesus’ feet to express gratitude. Hence, only one came back to 
worship Jesus, and that one was a Samaritan – a foreigner. 
    Presumably that’s the whole point of Luke’s gospel – to get everyone to 
worship Jesus.  Jesus’ own disciples haven’t gotten to that point yet. They are still 
confused by him; some do follow but at a careful distance. But now, rather late in 
the gospel, somebody finally gets the point – a Samaritan, someone from the 
margins – an outsider. 
    It would have probably been enough of a shock for Luke to report that Jesus 
dared to reach out beyond the orthodox boundaries to heal this Samaritan.  But 
Luke takes Jesus even beyond that. The Samaritan is the only one to show 
gratitude toward Jesus for his healing, and that makes this man – an assumed 
outsider, the surprising example of how we ought to behave. 
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    In a way our Gospel lesson reminds us of an earlier episode in Luke when Jesus 
is dining at the house of a Pharisee. Here he is at the home of this presumably 
religious man, when a woman comes in uninvited, lets down her hair, and makes 
a huge fuss over Jesus. The Pharisee responds with righteous indignation, 
implying that IF Jesus were a “real prophet” he would have seen what a sinful 
woman this woman is, and would have shunned her. Do we recall that Luke in this 
account of Jesus makes this sinful, questionable woman with her extravagant 
behavior another model of gratitude? Jesus even contrasts her great gratitude 
with the Pharisee’s stingy behavior. 
    Here again we are presented with someone who is considered to be an outsider 
by orthodox standards, who serves as a surprising example of belief and humble 
service. Perhaps this is a theme in Luke’s gospel –God going out beyond the 
boundaries of the faithful - Again, Jesus is lifting up an “outsider” as a prime 
example of fidelity to those who supposed to be the faithful. 
    It has been argued that Luke has intentionally provided a universal approach 
and appeal in his gospel. Have you ever noticed how he uses women to carry the 
major turning points in the salvation story – and that at a time when ‘the word of 
a woman’ could not be used for testimony in a court of law?  And now we have 
seen example after example of “outsiders” who seem to be more open to being 
faithful to Jesus than those who claim to be believers.  Jesus, as presented by 
Luke, wants to make a point of accepting and wanting everyone to follow, 
excluding no one.  
    So how does all of this make us feel?  How does it feel to have this untutored 
outsider, this man who is unlike us and our values – an untouchable from the 
margins, made by Jesus a model for discipleship?  I wonder of those first disciples, 
the Twelve, resented that Jesus made this man a model and example to emulate? 
After all, the disciples have been walking with Jesus for some time now – close to 
three years.  They have listened to his teaching and witnessed his miraculous acts. 
But presumably this healed man – this Samaritan – has met with Jesus for only a 
few moments…. And yet Jesus praises him!  I wonder if the disciples felt a bit … 
ah, embarrassed or humiliated to have Jesus use this outsider as a means of 
instruction.  
    Of course the same thing could happen to us as well, and it has…. There was a 
congregation that, due to its location, was besieged for requests for charitable aid 
for such things as for, transportation, housing and overdue utility bills. They tried 
to respond to all the needs, but funds were always being quickly depleted.  They 
had a church-wide discussion and decided that they were giving as much as they 
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could to the effort. So they decided they would just have to turn people away 
telling them, “Wait until next year, when we have more funds in our budget. We 
have other pressing needs for our own church right now.” 
    Then a week after they made that decision, the pastor was getting his car 
repaired. After the mechanic told him that his brakes needed new brake pads, he 
said, “You’re the preacher from that church just up the road, right?”  “I 
understand that you folks have run dry on funds to help people passing through 
town who are in need.  I know what it is like to be hungry and not to have enough 
money to make it through the week. Though I’m ‘no church person,’ I’d like to 
help out on this one. I’ll give you a check, and if you need more, don’t hesitate to 
ask.” 
    So here was this man who admitted he was “no church person” but seemed to 
know more about what a church ought to be doing than regular church people….. 
I guess we really shouldn’t be surprised by that. Church people don’t have the 
market on compassion and giving.  And those of us in the church know firsthand 
how often we fall short of the level of discipleship Jesus expects of us. 
    The noted 20th century theologian Karl Barth was often accused of not being 
able to tell the difference between sinners outside the church and saints inside 
the church. He was criticized for having a more positive attitude about the 
ultimate fate of those outside the church than those who were in. It seems that 
Barth blurred the line between the presumed “saved” and the uncertain 
“unsaved.” Perhaps a scripture like today’s Gospel, which makes an outsider – a 
Samaritan – a positive example for discipleship, serves to validate some of Barth’s 
attitude. 
    So today Jesus points to and commends someone who is an outsider, who is on 
the margins – a man from beyond the boundary.  But then much of Christian 
ministry is to be in those margins. One reason that Christians are supposed to 
move toward the boundaries - to feel responsibility for the hungry and the 
dispossessed - is because we worship a God who has moved toward us while we 
were and are famished for hope and meaning, and out on the boundaries.  God 
looks upon us all, even us fortunate ones, as those who are still hungry and 
dispossessed and still need saving. This is the sort of God who commands, “When 
you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame. And you 
will be blessed” (Luke 14:13-14).  
    Here is a God who, for some reason known only to the Trinity, loves to work the 
margins, inhabited by the poor, the orphaned, and the widowed, the alien and 
sojourner, the dead and the good as dead in the ditch. It is the nature of this God 



5 
 

not only to invite the poor and dispossessed, but also to BE poor and 
dispossessed, to come to the margins and make the marginalized the center of his 
realm: for …”Truly as you did it to one of the least of these… you did it unto me” 
(Matthew 25:40). 
    If we want to be close to Jesus – and that is a good definition of a Christian, 
someone who wants to go where Jesus is – then we have got to go where Jesus 
goes. We Christians go to church in order to never forget that we too were and 
often are strangers and aliens out on the margins. We too were once lost and 
then were found … ‘were blind but now we see.’  That continuing memory of the 
dynamic of our salvation – lost then found – is intended to give us a special 
relationship to the lost, the poor, and to anybody who does not know the story of 
God. For God wants us to reach out in order to bring in a closer embrace, all those 
who are or feel they are on the outside. 
    If we will notice, so much of this passage has to do with Jesus himself and with 
what he understood his mission was to be. We note that in today’s lesson Jesus is 
intentionally out near Samaria, away from the safety and comfort of his home 
territory, taking his disciples with him.  Perhaps this is Luke’s more than subtle 
way of reminding us that Jesus Christ is Lord of all. All territory on this earth 
belongs to him – and all people belong to him as well, even this man who is 
terribly ill - even this Samaritan – this outsider. 
    In fact, one of the ways to view Jesus’ work is to see it as a grand act of 
reclaiming the whole territory – the whole earth, the whole creation – and 
therefore reclaiming all people as God’s created and loved people.  So now there 
are no longer simply us orthodox insiders, but all are claimed by Jesus for the 
kingdom. 
    Today the disciples who have been sent out to preach have the gospel of 
gratitude preached to them by of all people … a Samaritan. Thus, as we go forth 
into the world, let us be expectant, open and eager for Jesus to teach us in the 
same way. For we can still be taught by others – even supposed outsiders – who 
often serve as surprising examples.  Amen. 
  
 
   
    


