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“Mercy, Healing, Gratitude”

Today, in addition to being the 18th Sunday after Pentecost, is also Thanksgiving Sunday. So,

as  we  focus  on  today’s  gospel,  I’d  like  to  highlight  three  themes:  mercy,  healing  and

gratitude. Many of you who have read Shakespeare’s play, The Merchant of Venice,  likely

remember this quotation on mercy: “The quality of  mercy is not strained. It droppeth as

doth the gentle rain from heaven. It is twice blessed. It blesseth [one] that gives and [one]

that receives.” 

   The words “have mercy” (eleison in Greek) come from the same root as elaion, olive tree,

and the oil  from it. So they speak of  healing, soothing and grace.  1 Indeed, in  today’s

gospel, Jesus does have mercy on ten lepers, and heals them. His loving grace is extended

to them. 

   Mercy  in  the  New  Testament  is  expressed  in  an  emotion  aroused  by  contact  with

undeserved suffering. Mercy takes the form of divine and human compassion and deeply

felt love for human beings in need. Divine and human mercy in both Testaments are also

connected  to  justice  and  righteousness,  which  underscore  appropriate,  life-giving

relationships.  

   In today’s gospel, we’re told that the ten lepers keep their distance from Jesus as they cry

out to him to have mercy on them. By Jewish custom, lepers were required to keep their

distance from non-lepers. Lepers also wore tattered clothing, sometimes they may have

carried a sign with “Unclean” on it, or they would be required to cry out the word “Unclean.”

Some of them also may have worn or carried a bell, and rang it to warn non-lepers to keep

their distance. Can you imagine what kind of life that would be? As a leper you would be an

outcast, have to live in isolation from the rest of society, most likely not be able to work, and

1 Lyn Klug, All Will Be Well: A Gathering of Healing Prayers (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1998), p. 84.
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therefore live in poverty, and some days, perhaps there was no food to eat. So physically,

mentally, emotionally, socially and spiritually lepers would be a suffering, hurting group of

people. In order to survive, even though they might be enemies of  rivals under normal

circumstances, they lived together and tried their best to help one another. This was most

likely the case with the lepers in today’s gospel, since we are told that at least one of them

was a Samaritan and some, if not all of the other nine were probably Jews, since Jesus told

them to go and show themselves to the priests, who, after  seeing that  they no longer

suffered from leprosy, would be declared clean, and accepted in the community again. 

   Even though we do not suffer from leprosy, we come here together as sinners, to pray in

the Kyrie, “Lord, have mercy on us, Christ, have mercy on us, Lord, have mercy on us.” Christ

has given us his mercy, just as he did to the lepers. Perhaps those of you who may have

gotten  the  coronavirus  and  had  to  be  isolated,  quarantined  for  a  while  may  have

experienced, to some degree anyway, what lepers experienced in the time of Jesus. It can

get rather lonely, and one can feel depressed when not being able to be present with

family, friends and one’s faith community. At any rate, Christ has extended his mercy to

each one of us, that’s why we’re here today. So hopefully, like the Samaritan leper, we too

will express our praise and thanksgiving to God for his mercy on us. 

   So, then, how has God’s mercy on us brought us healing? Like the Samaritan leper who

responds  to  Jesus’s  mercy  by  going  back  to  Jesus,  praising  God  with  a  loud  voice,

prostrating himself at Jesus’s feet, and thanking him; I’m reminded of the following story

that Martin Buber tells of his paralyzed grandfather who was asked to relate a story about

his great teacher, the famous and holy Baal Shem Tov. The grandfather replied by telling

how the holy man used to jump up and down and dance when he was praying. Being

swept up in the fervour of the story, the grandfather himself stood up and began to jump

and dance to  show how the master  had done it. At  that  moment the grandfather  was

completely healed of his paralysis.  
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   Every morning when I get up, the first thing I do, is to realise that I am still alive, and so I

give God thanks for having mercy on me, and giving me another day of life, health and

every other blessing. That prayer, in response to God’s mercy, helps me to realise that God

heals and gives health to me each day. Hopefully, you too realise how God has extended

his mercy to you, and given you healing and health.  

   That brings us to the theme of gratitude, giving our thanks in response to God’s mercy

and healing. 

   Evoking the attitude of gratitude enables us to emerge from self-pity and depression so

that  we  may  recognize  that  state  of  grace  that  characterizes  our  lives.  The  attitude  of

gratitude teaches us not to take for granted that which has been granted us. There are four

ways of doing this: 1. becoming fully aware of what we have; 2. realizing that it is more

important  to  want  what  we have than to have what  we want;  3. being grateful  for  the

catastrophes from which we have been spared; 4. envisioning what matters most, and how

impoverished our lives would be if those things, those people, and those relationships that

matter most to us were taken away.

   Often we make the mistake of believing that the world is there to make us happy. Self-pity

then inevitably leads us to the common refrain: “It’s just not fair.” But if everything were fair,

the world could not exist for a day. Birds could not eat worms. The weather could not be

disagreeable to some yet agreeable to others. Expecting the world to treat you fairly is like

expecting a bull to charge at you because you are a vegetarian.2 

   Do you know who is the greatest saint in the world? It is not the one who prays most or

fasts most;  it  is  not the one who gives most alms, or is  more eminent for temperance,

chastity, or justice; but it is the one who is always thankful to God who wills everything that

God willeth, who receives everything as an instance of God’s goodness, and has a heart

always ready to praise God for it.3  

2 Byron L. Sherwin, The Life Worth Living: Faith in Action (Grand Rapids, MI: Cambridge, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 2009), p. 140. 
3 Wm. Law, A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life. 
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   So sisters and brothers in Christ, who and what do you have to be thankful for? I suggest,

as I do most Thanksgiving Sundays, that at the Thanksgiving table with your family, have

each person share one or more people or things they are thankful  for. Another helpful

exercise in thanksgiving is to go through each letter of the alphabet and thank God for at

least  one  person  or  thing  for  each  letter.  Most  of  all,  however,  remember  that  it  is

appropriate to give God thanks not only once a year on Thanksgiving Sunday, but every

single day of your life. “Count your blessings, name them one by one, count your many

blessings, see what God hath done.”   
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