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It was an evening that began like most vacation nights. It happened over twenty years 

ago, but the memory is still vivid for me. My dad barbecued the chicken while the rest of 

us sat out on the porch watching the clouds gather around the peaks surrounding Lake 

Tahoe. But that year, we decided to do a family talent show, so there was some last- 

minute scrambling to gather up costumes and props for the occasion. My sisters and I did 

our usual rendition of the song, "Sisters" from the movie, White Christmas. The cousins 

had been practicing their parts for days -- Nana played the piano as the kids sang and 

danced. We all laughed so hard that we flopped back on my parent's bed, but then 

something magical came over us. A moment of precious quiet descended on the whole 

group.  That silence entered our presence as a gift from God.  And no one wanted to 

speak, afraid the feeling would disappear too quickly. 

 

I know you've experienced those precious moments. What was it?  A moment in time that 

had no time. A snapshot waiting to be savored as the precious gift that it had become. 

 

Max Lucado calls these moments, eternal instants. You've had them. I think we all have, 

haven't we? Sharing a walk on the beach savoring the joy in your grandchild's eyes. 

Cherishing a quiet moment with a friend where words are unnecessary.  Meeting your 

spouse's eyes across a hospital bed, giving thanks for the gift of another day together. 

 

An eternal instant. A moment that captures the blessings that surround you. Your home. 

Your sense of peace. Your health. A moment that gently reminds you of what is most 
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important, a moment when gratitude rushes in filling your heart to overflowing. 

 

The Scripture from Luke’s gospel tells the story of ten people who were healed of their 

leprosy, but only one came back to say thank you. It made me wonder – was he more 

grateful than the others? Why did only one man return to thank Jesus? Someone made a 

list of some of the possible reasons why the nine didn’t return.  

 

One waited to see if the cure was real. 

One waited to see if it would last. 

One said he would have gotten well anyway. 

One decided that he would tell Jesus later.  

 

We don’t know the answer to that question, but we do know that one did come back to 

thank Jesus. My favorite translation – says that all were healed, but only one, the 

Samaritan, was made whole.  

 

Just to put this in cultural context, lepers were excluded from the life of the community as a 

result of their skin disease – they literally had to announce themselves coming so that 

people could remove themselves from potential contamination. And the one who came 

back was a double outcast, because he was a Samaritan – a man viewed with contempt 

because of his religious beliefs. There may be something to learn from this episode in 

Jesus’ ministry about people who live on the margins of our own communities – those who 

are treated as invisible because of how they look, or who they are, or where they come 

from. Jesus clearly notices them and welcomes them. Perhaps this Samaritan leper had 

suffered more than the others and his healing was even more joyous. This healed man 

reminds us that gratitude is a way of viewing life that is rooted in remembrance, the 



 

 

3 

memory of being without the gift. 

 

Eli Wiesel, who had spent the war years behind the walls of a Nazi concentration camp, 

only to emerge as one of the greatest theologians of the last century had this to say about 

gratitude: "No one is as capable of gratitude as the one who has emerged from the 

kingdom of the night." I’m beginning to think that gratitude often springs from a life that 

has known the meaning of emptiness. 

 

So, gratitude often begins with memory. You may have heard the story of the man who 

was betrayed by a man he thought was his friend.  He went to the man and asked, "How 

could you have done this to me?  I don't understand. Who picked you up out of the 

gutter? Who gave you your first job? Who lent you money and bailed you out of jail after 

you got arrested for drunk driving?" The other man's reply, "Well, you did all those things 

a long time ago, what have you done for me lately?  

 

On the other hand, there are those people, like the Samaritan, who learn to live life with 

a sense of radical gratitude. 

 

I want to suggest that the Samaritan was made whole by his thankfulness. Gratitude has 

always been recognized as the core experience of spirituality. It is not really that grateful 

people see things that the rest of us can't see, but instead they see what everyone else 

sees, but in their seeing, they recognize in everything the essence of gift. 

 

Years ago, I read an excellent book entitled, The Spirituality of Imperfection.  In it, the 

authors spoke about gratitude and gratitude’s opposite --- greed – which is the attitude 

that everything in life is to be gotten. Those who lack gratitude’s vision do not possess 
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things – things possess them. And that is misery. We begin to expect good things to 

come. And it is so easy to find ourselves caught up in acquiring.  

 

John Bogle, the founder of the Vanguard Group told a story about a party he attended 

given by a billionaire hedge fund manager. One of the guests, Joseph Heller, the author 

of the book, Catch 22 was told that their host had made more money in a single day 

than Heller had ever earned from his wildly popular bestseller. But Heller responded, 

“Yes, but I have something that he will never have.” What’s that? Heller simply said, 

“Enough.”  

 

Gratitude is not only a humble response to the good things we experience, but also a 

choice we make. That is one of the lessons of this story. Ten were healed. Perhaps some 

were overjoyed. Perhaps others ran to tell their family and friends. Perhaps a few even 

took it for granted. Who knows? What we do know is that only one felt so thankful that 

he decided to express his gratitude for the gift of God he received from Jesus. Could it be 

that it is our expression of gratitude that makes us whole? 

 

Let me conclude by telling you a story about the 1984 Community Thanksgiving Eve 

Service in our little town of 300 people in rural Missouri.  The four churches in town were 

gathered together at Zion African Methodist Episcopal Church -- all 100 of us in a 

building meant to hold no more than 60.  The elders were stoking the wood burning 

stove, the babies were crying, the toddlers were squirming, and the service was running 

long, I mean really long – like two hours long.  

 

But, it was time for Brother Davis from the African Methodist Episcopal Church to lead us 

in prayer. He once told me that he had been preaching for 60 years and hoped he 
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would get to keep preaching until the day he died. He shuffled up to the front and quietly 

asked us to share all the things for which were thankful. Maybe it was the hour, maybe it 

was the stuffiness, but nobody responded. I suspect that they were all about as anxious as 

I was to get out of that packed building. And yet, I will never forget the expression on 

Brother's face when faced with that empty silence -- a combination of righteous anger and 

incredible sadness. 

 

And he said, "How can you be silent in the midst of such love and blessing in your lives?"  

At that, the congregation began with a litany of gratitude that lasted another half hour or 

so. But in that moment, not a one of us was aware of the heat, or the babies, or the hour. 

It was an eternal instant because when we discovered together the power of expressed 

gratitude, the presence of God was truly in that place. I have never forgotten it.  

 


