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Sermon:  Luke 17: 11-19 (Strangers in a strange land)

“Were not ten made clean?  But the other nine, where are they?  Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”

Whenever I hear this passage, it brings to mind another one.  Moses, while in Egypt, had killed a man who was beating a fellow Hebrew.  When Pharaoh heard about this, he wanted to kill Moses, but Moses fled to the land of Midian.  There Moses married Zipporah and they had a son, whom they named Gershom.  Because, as the King James Version puts it, Moses had been “a stranger in a strange land.”

Have you ever had the experience of being a foreigner, a stranger in a strange land?  We were lucky to have lived overseas in several places – in Scotland, England, and Finland – and in each place we definitely felt a bit like foreigners.  The food, the customs, the way society was structured, were  all different from what we were used to in the States.  In Scotland we were invited to celebrate Robbie Burns night.  Some of the poet’s works were read, and the meal featured both haggis and grouse.  Both the grouse you eat and the Famous Grouse you drink.  As for the food, the comedian Robin Williams has quipped that most Scottish cuisine is based on a dare.  But to be honest, the haggis was delicious.  

Finland’s treat was Mustamakkara.  Actually, the place best known for Mustamakkara was Tampere, the city near where we lived.  I was introduced to the delicacy by a Finnish co-worker.  The name means “black sausage”; it is a blood sausage served with lingonberry jam.  And like haggis, you really don’t want to know how it is made.  But it, too, was delicious.

It was wonderful to have had the experience to live overseas, especially with our children.  But even though each place came to feel like home, there was always a sense of being seen as an outsider.  And from time to time we would bump up against stereotypes.  I still remember the comment from a friend in Scotland about the difficulties some had with Americans:  “Overpaid, oversexed, and over here.”

In Finland I lived on my own for a while, before the family joined me.  My apartment was in Pori, on the west coast, and there was no English church service.  So I went to the Lutheran church and worshipped in Finnish (which I didn’t know).  I got to where I could say the Lord’s Prayer, and since it was a liturgical service I had an idea what was going on.  But when it came to the sermon I had no clue at all.

Later, when the family came, we lived in Tampere.  It was a much bigger city, about the size of Yuma.  There we found a Lutheran service that was in English, on Sunday evenings.  When we first went our family of five made up one third of the congregation.  The pastor, Veli-Pekka Järvinen, became a good friend.  Showing genuine hospitality to me and my family.  Being able to worship in English, and to have Bible study in English, was very important to me.  The Old Church, as it was named, became a special, sacred place.  It was there that I was asked to preach my first two sermons.  In some ways we remained “strangers in a strange land” in Finland, but not in church.

“Were not ten made clean?  But the other nine, where are they?  Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”

The Greek word translated as foreigner in our gospel is not used anywhere else in the NT.  The other place we see this Greek word is on an inscription in the Jewish Temple:  “No foreigner is to enter.”  And this is how the Samaritans were considered in Jesus’ time, as foreigners.

There was no love lost between the Jews and the Samaritans.  In the Gospel of John we are told that Jews did not share things in common with Samaritans.
  Later in that gospel we hear the Jews accusing Jesus, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a demon?”
  It worked both ways.  When the Samaritans learned that Jesus was going to Jerusalem, they refused to meet with him.
  So angering James and John that they wanted to command fire from heaven to consume these Samaritans.  Jesus rebuked them for this.

“Both Jewish and Samaritan religious leaders taught that it was wrong to have any contact with the opposite group and both were not to enter each other's territories or even to speak to one another. During the New Testament period . . . Josephus reports numerous violent confrontations between Jews and Samaritans throughout the first half of the first century.”

Both the Jews and the Samaritans thought of themselves as the true Israel, the true keeper of the Law.  The Samaritans traced their lineage back to direct descendants of the Northern Israelite tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, who survived the destruction of the Northern kingdom of Israel by the Assyrians in 722 BCE.
The Jews held that the Samaritans were really the “Cuthim”, a people brought in from the region of Babylon to repopulate the area after the forced deportation after the Assyrian conquest of 722 B.C.  They practiced a religion that was partially that of their homeland, and a corrupt version of the faith of Israel.  The Jews considered the Samaritans as “half-breeds” and foreigners.

So to the disciples and the Jews, Jesus’ teachings and dealings with the Samaritans are radical.  He speaks to the Samaritan woman at the well, asking her for water.  Telling her about her past, and about living water.  To the extent that she tells other Samaritans about Jesus – “Could he be the Messiah?”

He also tells the story of the good Samaritan, in contrast to the priest and the Levite who ignore the man who was beaten, robbed, and left to die.  Making the Samaritan the example of one who truly observed the law of loving neighbor.  And he tells of the one leper among ten, a Samaritan, who returns to praise God for his healing.

A lesson for us?  We should be careful whom we consider an alien, a foreigner, or an enemy.  They, like the Samaritan leper, might just have a better understanding of Jesus, and his commandments, than we do.  They, like the Samaritan leper, might just be spending more time in prayer thanking God for all that God has done for them, than us.

Not all “strangers in a strange land” are from a different country, or even a different culture.  There is a young woman who has been joining us for Morning Prayer for some time now.  I’ll call her Clare.  She has a gentle, winsome spirit, but cannot stand to be with large groups of people.

As part of Morning Prayer, all are invited to offer personal prayers of intercession and thanksgiving.  Clare’s prayer is always for the protection of the earth, which God has given us.  For the animals of the world, for those who are our pets, and for those we eat.  That we treat all animals humanely.  She prays for those with major addictions, but also for the drug dealers.  That they would stop hurting people.  She prays for women and children who are abused, physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  And for the abusers, that they would stop too.

But what brings her to mind is about giving thanks.  She begins her prayers the same way:  “Hi God.  Thanks for bringing me here today.  Thank you for the wonderful sixteen years I had with my daughter.”  I asked her if her daughter had died at that age, and she said she had.

I thought to myself about the losses I have had in my own life, that came too soon and unexpectedly.  My mother at 67, my mother-in-law at 74.  But especially my brother when he was 25, almost 26.  And I realized that I had never, that I recalled, prayed in thanksgiving for my 25 years with Jim.

So I tried, and it wasn’t easy for me.  Too much pain, still too raw.  But it made sense to me to pray this prayer, because I was grateful.  So I tried again, and it was easier.

Not all strangers, all foreigners are as easy to relate to as Clare.  Some may seem as alien to us as the Samaritans seemed to the disciples and the Jews.  But Jesus’ message is unmistakable.  We are all strangers in a strange land.  All are welcome in the Kingdom of God.  As the Episcopal Church puts it, “The Episcopal Church welcomes you.”  It doesn’t matter if you are Anglo or Hispanic, young or old, pierced and tatted or Brooks Brothers suited.

Or, for that matter, gay or straight, legal or undocumented.  All are welcome here.  All.  Here we are brothers and sisters in Christ.  As Christians we can, and do, hold very different political views and positions on issues of controversy.  Republicans, Democrats, Independents, Tea Party enthusiasts, Libertarians, and Green Party advocates – all are welcome and all are represented in the Episcopal Church.  But we are bound by our Baptismal Covenant, the one we will profess today at Cole’s baptism:  “Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and respect the dignity of every human being?”  And we say, “I will, with God’s help.”

Like the Samaritan in today’s gospel, let us return to Jesus and give thanks.  Thanks for this precious gift of life that we have been given.  Both physical life, and the new spiritual life that we see today in Cole.  Let us give thanks for the lives of those we have loved and have loved us, for the wonderful years we have had together.  Even when they were cut short.  And let us give thanks to God for God’s mercy and grace; for our cleansing and our salvation.  Not because we are worthy, but simply because God loves us and wants us to be healed.
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