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Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

After their first harvest in 1621, the pilgrims celebrated with a feast. This meal 

celebrating a successful growing season and harvest was attended by 50 pilgrims 

who were on the Mayflower and 90 Native Americans. Many trace the 

Thanksgiving holiday we have today to that celebration at the Plymouth 

Plantation. It’s even often referred to as the “First Thanksgiving.” Though our 

holiday may have its roots in that meal shared by the community of pilgrims and 

Native Americans, thanksgiving must always have its roots somewhere else.  

To help us trace our true Thanksgiving roots, we look to the gospel of Luke 

chapter 17: 11 Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border 

between Samaria and Galilee. 12 As he was going into a village, ten men who had 

leprosy met him. They stood at a distance 13 and called out in a loud voice, 

“Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” 14 When he saw them, he said, “Go, show 

yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed. 15 One of 

them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. 6 He 

threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan. 17 Jesus 

asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? 18 Has no one 

returned to give praise to God except this foreigner?” 19 Then he said to him, 

“Rise and go; your faith has made you well.” 

Why was Jesus on his way to Jerusalem? To die. To finish what he came to earth 

to do. This scene takes place in the final days of Jesus’ time on earth. His teaching 

and healing ministry is very well known. So much so, that even the most isolated 

are well aware of all Jesus has done and what he can do. Leprosy was a terrible 

disease of the skin. It was as if parts of a person’s body were dead, even though 

they were still very much alive. The skin would turn white, and in some cases 

fingers, hands, or feet would actually fall off. But the disease itself was only half of 

the person’s suffering. Because of the death associated with the skin disease, 

those who had it were deemed “unclean” and were forced to live separate from 

the rest of the community. “Anyone with such a defiling disease must wear torn 

clothes, let their hair be unkempt, cover the lower part of their face and cry out, 

‘Unclean! Unclean!’ As long as they have the disease they remain unclean. They 

must live alone; they must live outside the camp.”(Leviticus 13:45,46) What a 



sad, lonely, isolated existence! Yet these ten men with leprosy knew Jesus, and 

they trusted he could heal them. “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!”  

Highlighted at Thanksgiving is the opportunity to help others in need. As the ten 

men with leprosy knew they could look to Jesus and call on him for help, many in 

need know where they can go and from whom they can trust to receive the help 

and care they and their families are looking for: local food pantries, homeless 

shelters, day resource centers, churches. Perhaps this reading gives us the chance 

to consider a question: Do those in need see our church as a place they can go for 

help? Do those in need see you and me, not even as a church but as individuals, 

as people they can trust and rely on?  

Many times when we consider this well-known narrative of Jesus healing the ten 

men with leprosy, our focus is on the ten men. We tend to cling to the gratitude 

of the one and the ingratitude of the other nine. I think our Thanksgiving holiday 

often follows that same trend. The focus can often be on us and how thankful we 

are and what we are thankful for. During the football games later today, they’ll 

show video clips or interviews of some of the players listing the things they’re 

thankful for. Families may go around the table before they dig into their turkey 

and dressing and list all the things they are most thankful for this year. And those 

are good things for TV networks to highlight and for families to do.  

But, have you ever written a thank you card and not address it to someone? Have 

you ever written a thank you without writing someone’s name at the top? Of 

course not. See, “thank” is a transitive verb. It always has a direct object. We 

thank someone. Being thankful and thanksgiving is a response to another 

person’s kindness or action. It can’t stand alone. I write a thank you in response to 

a gift someone gives. I write a thank you because someone shared an encouraging 

word. Thanks is always a response to another’s action.  

When he(Jesus) saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as 

they went, they were cleansed. This reading is more about Jesus’ compassion 

and love. Jesus sees a need, he hears their cry for mercy, and he acts. He says, 

“Go show yourselves to the priests.” See, the priests made the decisions 

concerning whether the people were “clean” or not. To be accepted back into the 

community these men needed the “okay” from a priest. So that’s where Jesus 

sends them.  



And as they go, their dead bodies are made alive again. They’re cleansed and 

healed. Don’t overlook the compassion and love, the power of Jesus here. Don’t 

overlook what comes before the gratitude or ingratitude – Jesus’ action comes 

first.  

Don’t you think all ten men were thankful for the healing they received from 

Jesus? They had to be. They went from having a gross, disgusting disease and 

being the literal outcasts of society to having their health restored and being able 

to return to their family and friends and once again live a normal life. They were 

thankful. But nine of them were trying to write a thank you card without ever 

putting a name at the top. They failed to address it. Yet, there was one. There was 

one man who took the time to write Jesus’ name at the top of his thank you. He 

“came back, praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and 

thanked him.” The roots of his thanksgiving were found in Jesus and his action. 

We may praise the one who returned to give praise, but he was simply 

responding to the wonderful work of Jesus. He “thanked him.” He knew where his 

healing came from. He knew this was all about Jesus.  

Our thanksgiving, too, has its roots in Jesus and his action. Today is another 

opportunity for you and me to praise God for all he has done and all he continues 

to do and give. Our actions of thanks – worship, donations to those in need, thank 

offerings – are simply a response to what he has done first. Our thanks always 

starts with his action.  

God creates and blesses: He created this beautiful world and gave it to us to 

enjoy. He breathed life into each of us and keeps our hearts beating. He blesses 

us with family and friends and community. He gives us the ability to work and 

provide. He supplies us with food and clothing, property and homes. He grants 

days of rest like today. He gives his continued care and protection.  

God rescues and saves: He saw our need, and he acted. He first promised and 

then sent his son Jesus who lived and died in our place, who conquered sin, 

death, and hell by victoriously rising from the dead. Through Jesus, our God gives 

forgiveness for every sin, salvation, and eternal life. He gives the right to live in 

heaven forever. He gives the right to live free of guilt and fear now.  

God sanctifies and teaches: He has connected us to his love. He gives saving faith 

and trust through the waters of baptism and through his word. He strengthens 



and nourishes our faith through that same word and through the body and blood 

of Jesus given with the bread and wine in Holy Communion. He connects us with 

other believers in his Church and grants encouragement and support through 

them.  

And that just begins to scratch the surface of our thanksgiving roots. God acts, 

and we simply respond. Jesus healed this man, and what he did next was simply 

recognize and respond. He came back, praised God in a loud voice, threw himself 

at Jesus’ feet, and thanked him. Brothers and sisters, that’s what we get to do 

today. You are here responding to God’s action, to what he has done, to what he 

has given. You have come back to praise God in a loud voice, throw yourself at 

Jesus’ feet, and thank him. And don’t just do that today. Everyday continue to 

write his name at the top of the thank you card. Amen. 


