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They say it is a sign of growing up.  It was that Christmas when I stopped getting the usual toys 

and games, and rather got mostly clothes, books and more “practical” items.  It was all stuff I 

pretty much needed, each item probably cost more than the toys, yet deep inside there was still a 

feeling of emptiness, of wondering if this was all there is. 

 

I kept looking under the tree wondering if perhaps there was a package that had been missed.  I 

thanked everyone for their beautiful gifts, I even tried some of them on, yet there was still a 

feeling that there was something missing even though I didn’t know what.  I was happy yes, but 

there was still something missing on the inside; a hard transition to becoming an adult. 

 

These feelings are also often real in many people today when it comes to gatherings and 

celebrations like Thanksgiving, birthdays, Christmas, anniversaries, etc.  In fact, they say that 

anticipation and looking forward to these times is often more fulfilling than the actual event. 

 

Some may feel a sense of let down when the actual celebration arrives.  The food isn’t as good as 

we anticipated.  Someone didn’t come or send a card and we are bummed.  The presents weren’t 

what we hoped for.  Others got involved in a conversation and we felt left out.  The day or event 

just wasn’t as fun as we hoped or anticipated it to be.  

 

I have often wondered if this is what happened with the nine lepers who were healed yet never 

came back to say thank-you to Jesus.  Perhaps they wondered if this was all that Jesus was going 

to do.  Perhaps deep on the inside they were still not very happy.  Perhaps they were still looking 

for something more even though they had no idea what that exactly would be. 

 

We live in a time when many of us in our society are not very happy, thankful or satisfied with 

our lives.  There is so often a feeling that things would be better if we just had more money or 

things; if we just had it as good as someone else; if our lot in life was somehow different.  There 

is sometimes a yearning in our hearts that there is something better out there someplace; there has 

got to be more fun and satisfaction, yet we don’t really know what it is. 

 

A number of years ago Pastor Ernest from Tanzania spent three months in my previous church—

some members hosted him in their homes and he participated in many things in our congregation.   

 

When I visited with him one time about his experience in our community he said it was 

interesting that many in our church tried to convince him that we aren’t really wealthy at all; that 

our homes aren’t as nice as they could be; that we’re really struggling middle class people.  It’s 

amazing how we like to rationalize. 

 



Yet for a person from a country where wages of $1 a day is good pay and where most people 

have very little, he could see right through our excuses.  That of course is why we Americans, 

even though we are one of the richest countries in the world, are often characterized as being the 

least satisfied and happy.   A major reason for this is because we as individuals often have a 

terrible time being truly satisfied and thankful with what we have. 

 

Onetime I heard about a church where they changed the three “t’s” of stewardship—time, talent, 

and treasure—to rather “thanksgiving, trust, and transformation.”  They decided that these other 

three words better represent what our response to God’s gifts should really be. 

 

In order to be truly thankful like the Samaritan leper who came back to Jesus we need to learn to 

focus more on the gifts God gives.  It means that we need to truly trust him with our hearts by 

faith believing that he does and will provide for our needs.  Through a thankful and trusting heart 

God then transforms our lives and instills in us a whole new attitude.  God transforms us into 

people who see all of life as a gift—thanksgiving, trust, transformation. 

 

An ongoing concern for me these past years is when I read the statistics that the wealthier we are 

becoming as people the less we are giving away.  Yes the amount may seem larger to us yet the 

percentage often becomes less and less.  It is really sad that the more we have the more we think 

we need; the more we often rationalize that others are so much better off than we are. 

 

Yet a heart touched and transformed by God, filled with an attitude of thanksgiving and trust, 

continues to know the privilege of sharing and giving.  Trusting God first and seeing everything 

we have as a gift motivates a person to live a thankful life, generously sharing their love, joy and 

blessings in all they do.  It radiates out from their heart to everyone around them.  

 

Now another way of looking at this story of the lepers is to question whether there were other 

areas in the life of the nine that also needed healing.  I’ve mentioned before that for my seminary 

internship I spent half of my time that year in the chaplaincy training program at Lutheran 

General Hospital in Park Ridge, IL, a Chicago suburb. 

 

Lutheran General Hospital was known for many years as a leader in this country in the whole 

area of holistic health care, doing things in this area long before many others even heard of this 

concept.  I remember hearing the late Dr. Fritz Norstad (also helped start the Parish Nurse 

Program), one of the heads of this hospital and a pioneer in holistic health, tell us why treating 

more than just an illness or injury is important in helping to bring complete healing to patients. 

 

As an example he talked about is when someone is brought into the hospital after a car accident, 

a hospital can simply treat the wounds yet may miss the deeper problems.  Perhaps the person in 

the hospital was drunk when the accident happened, and this drinking has been hurting his life 

and family; perhaps his drinking was an attempt to cover up some other hurts in his life, etc.  His 

scrapes and broken bones may heal and yet he is a long way from being healthy. 

 

Perhaps this is what happened to the nine lepers.  Their leprosy was healed yet on the inside they 

were broken.  Perhaps they didn’t have a home or job to return to since everyone had rejected 



them when they got this disease.  Perhaps being sick all these years filled them with bitterness, 

loneliness and anger.  Perhaps there were sins in their hearts that had not been confessed or had 

not received forgiveness.  With a broken and hurting heart it is hard to be thankful. 

 

Barbara Johnson, in her book, “Stick A Geranium in Your Hat and Be Happy,” says that to be 

happy and thankful there are a number of realities in life that we need to know we can’t change 

and must accept.  One of these is getting old.  Many get depressed about this; they lament and 

complain about this reality.  Yet in order to be happy and thankful we need to learn to accept this 

and learn to enjoy the process. 

 

Another thing we need to learn, Barbara Johnson says, is that there are always things in life that 

are not going to be fair.  Many in our society think they deserve having everything fair, that no 

one should have it better than them.  Another thing to keep in mind, she says, is that there are 

some people who won’t like you no matter how kind you try to be, so don’t let it get you down.   

 

Barbara Johnson also writes that you need to always keep in mind that life is a constant struggle, 

there is no such thing for anyone as simply sailing through life.  In other words, to tie our 

thankfulness to things like our ship eventually coming in or to when we will finally get over all 

our struggles is not realistic.  It is better to realize that problems will come, no one is immune, 

yet they are an opportunity to learn and grow with. 

 

To be a truly thankful person therefore means that our hearts need to be healed and transformed; 

we need to stop trying to be someone who we are not; to rather trust in Christ and allow him to 

fill us with his love and peace.  It is out of a heart that is transformed by Jesus’ forgiving and 

healing power that flows a thankfulness that is genuine; a thankfulness that is not simply words 

but is part of one’s total being. 

 

This is the kind of thankfulness and trust that the Samaritan leper had when he came back to 

Jesus that day, fell on his face and gave thanks.  He didn’t want or expect anything more and his 

heart was completely at peace.  Jesus said to him, “Your faith has made you well;” your healing 

includes all of you—body, mind and spirit. 

 

This, of course, is what the Psalmist meant in Psalm 103, “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all 

that is within me, bless his holy name.”  True thanksgiving and trust comes only as our whole 

being is transformed; as all that is within us blesses his holy name. 

 

This evening, my friends, Jesus meets us on the road and offers us his love, his forgiveness and 

his life-transforming power.  May we in faith run back to him and offer him our complete 

thanksgiving and praise.  May each of us this Thanksgiving radiate our love, joy and 

thankfulness! 

 

A blessed Thanksgiving to each one of you! 

 


