“Kneeling in gratitude”

Lenten Meditation

March 11, 2009

The Rev. Bill Fulton

Open – The General Thanksgiving (BCP, p. 101)

This is the second in a series of five meditations on the feet of Jesus. We are using the feet of Jesus as an image that draws us closer to Jesus. By focusing on images in scripture that speak of Jesus’ feet, we hope to know Christ better.

Last week we thought about the feet of Jesus coming across the mountains of Galilee and Judea, bringing the good news of God to the people. We thought about what is good news to us, and how we share good news like Jesus.

Today I’d like to think about the story of the leper who was healed by Jesus. This is found in the Gospel of Luke, chapter 17, verses 11 to 21. I invite you to close your eyes and imagine yourself in this story as the leper who is healed by Jesus.

First of all, imagine yourself as a member of a family in Israel in Jesus’ day. Your parents are farmers with a small plot of land to grow wheat, and the family shares a house in a small village in the hill country. You were raised in that house with your family, but when you grew up you found you had a skin disease on your arms and legs. 

Your limbs are covered with sores and scabs that keep breaking out. You hid it as long as you could, but finally it became known and when it was known you were identified as a leper.

You had to leave your parents house and cut off all physical contact with other people. You had to find a place make shift for yourself as best you could, living in a hut in the countryside, living off of food that your family would bring you. Your only companions are other lepers who share the same life as you, living apart from the village.

You can see your family and talk to them, but you can’t touch them, and that’s the hardest thing of all. You miss the physical touch of your mother, the embrace of your brothers and sisters, and you miss being with people inside the walls of the family home. You miss the smells of cooking, the laughter and the banter and the singing.

Day by day you check yourself to see if the crusty skin and scabs have gone away, but every day it’s still there. You pray to God and ask to be relieved of this terrible disease, but you get no answer. You despair of ever again having a normal life.

One day you hear of a holy man coming to town. His name is Jesus. Wonderful things are told about him, that he does miracles, that he heals people, and immediately your hopes are lifted. But then you think about all the other healers who have come to town and said their incantations over you, and you remember the deep disappointment you felt then.

But still, there is something about this name, Jesus. It means, God saves. Maybe he is the one to change your life. Maybe he will bring you back to your family.

You stand at the edge of the village waiting for Jesus and you see the other lepers in the area have come, too. There are ten of you, pitiful people, all hoping for healing, all wanting to be restored to their families, all just like you.

You wait a long time, hours, wondering what he’s like, thinking about what it would be like to go home. Finally you see the crowd of Jesus and his disciples coming up the road, and all of you leap to your feet. All of you say the same thing, “Jesus, master, have mercy on us.”

And lo and behold, he stops in front of you and he addresses all ten of you. He speaks and says, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And immediately all of you start running for the priests who will certify that you are clean. As you’re running, you look down at your arms and your legs and you realize that you’ve already been healed. Your skin is clean and fresh and it doesn’t itch or burn anymore. You’re healed!

You stop in your tracks and let the others run ahead. The realization of what has happened to you fills you with wonder and awe. You are healed. Your skin is beautiful and smooth. You turn and see Jesus watching you, and your heart fills with gratitude. 

Your turn and walk back, looking directly into his eyes. He waits for you with a smile on his face. You can see that he is filled with love for you and he is overjoyed with your healing. 

You are so grateful that you don’t dare to look at him, but you fall at his feet to thank him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” you say over and over. In front of you are his feet. They are the most beautiful feet you’ve ever seen because they are the feet on the one who has saved you. He has saved you from being an outcast and a leper, and words of thanksgiving pour out of you as your heart overflows and you praise God for him.

Jesus says to the crowd, “Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they? Was none of them found to give praise to God except this one?”

You stay at the feet of Jesus, gazing on those wonderful feet, until you hear him say, “Get up and go on your way. Your faith has made you well.”

And you stand up and feel your family at your side, holding you and embracing you as you have been returned to them once more.

That’s the story of the tenth leper. There are many stories in the Gospel of people being healed by Jesus, and often they fall at Jesus’ feet. The woman whose daughter was sick fell at Jesus’ feet when she asked him to heal the daughter. Jairus, a leader of the synagogue, came and fell at Jesus feet asking him to heal his daughter. When Jesus threw a demon out of a man, he was found in his right mind, sitting at the feet of Jesus.

What that tells me is that sitting at the feet of Jesus is a pretty good place to be. It’s a good place for prayers of supplication and it’s a good place for prayers of thanksgiving.

Let’s think a little about gratitude. The tenth leper was filled with gratitude and he returned to Jesus to give thanks. How can we have that kind of gratitude?

Studies show that grateful people are happier, more satisfied with their lives, less depressed, and more likely to respond positively when they’re stressed. We’re not grateful because we want to benefit from it, but it does happen that gratitude has many benefits.

Think about a person to whom you are grateful. Someone who has helped you in ways that are deeply meaningful to you. Pick a person in your life and picture that person in your mind.

Think about what they have done for you. It may have been an act of kindness or many years of tender care. Perhaps they were an example for you to follow or maybe they gave something invaluable to you. Think about that person and what they did for you.

Think about how much they have cared for you. Think about their intention for you, how much they have wanted good things for you.

Now think about what it was that they gave up for you. We’re especially grateful to those who have sacrificed something for us. The more they have given for us, the more grateful we are to them.

Now return to Jesus’ feet. Picture yourself there at Jesus’ feet like the healed leper in the Gospel story. Look at his feet, and think of his love for you. Jesus loves who you are. He loves you for yourself. Jesus loves you so much that he wants you to be whole and strong and free. He wants you to be fully yourself, and he wants to take away all the barriers that sin and evil have put up. 

Jesus loves you so much that he gave himself on the cross so that you might have true life, eternal life with God, both now and in heaven for ever. Look at his feet and find words to express to him your gratitude.

And now think about how you can carry this gratitude in your life from this time forward, how you can live with a thankful heart, always responding to the love of Jesus for what he has done for you. Think about how Jesus loves every person and every thing in this world. Think about how Jesus brings health and wholeness to the whole creation. “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news!”

Gratitude or thanksgiving is a spiritual practice. It’s a practice we can cultivate, and one of the best ways is by receiving Holy Communion. When we come to Eucharist, we’re presenting ourselves before Jesus and saying, “Thank you”. The word Eucharist in Greek means “thanksgiving”, so what we’re doing when we come to Eucharist is giving thanks.

“It is right, and a good and joyful thing, always and everywhere to give thanks to you, Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth.”

We recall the sacrifice of Christ on the cross and we remember his words at the last supper, Take, eat this is my Body. Drink this, all of you. This is my blood of the new Covenant.”

When we eat the bread and drink the wine, we know what Christ has done for us and we are filled with gratitude at being unconditionally loved and unconditionally accepted. “Take this in remembrance that Christ died for you, and feed on him in your heart by faith, with thanksgiving.”
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“Kneeling in gratitude at the feet of Jesus”

1. How did you react to seeing yourself as the leper in the Gospel story? Could you imagine yourself as the tenth leper?

2. Did this meditation help you feel closer to Jesus?

3. Share something about the person to whom you were grateful in the meditation. Or share something about another person to whom you’re grateful.

4. Using the list below, which of these helps you grow in gratitude?

a. Thinking about how I’ve been blessed

b. Using my body in exercise or recreation

c. Having quiet time alone

d. Being with good friends

e. Being with family

f. Spending time in nature

g. Worship

h. Practicing generosity of spirit

i. Seeing other people as important as myself

j. Appreciating the diversity of human beings

k. Helping others

l. Music

m. Creative work, such as arts and crafts

n. Other ___________________

5. How is the Eucharist part of your spiritual practice of gratitude?

General Thanksgivings (Book of Common Prayer, p. 836)
1.  A General Thanksgiving
Leader Accept, O Lord, our thanks and praise for all that you have done for us. 

Women We thank you for the splendor of the whole creation, for the beauty of this world, for the wonder of life, and for the mystery of love.

Men We thank you for the blessing of family and friends, and for the loving care which surrounds us on every side.

Women We thank you for setting us at tasks which demand our best efforts, and for leading us to accomplishments which satisfy and delight us.

Men We thank you also for those disappointments and failures that lead us to acknowledge our dependence on you alone.

Everyone Above all, we thank you for your Son Jesus Christ; for the truth of his Word and the example of his life; for his steadfast obedience, by which he overcame temptation; for his dying, through which he overcame death; and for his rising to life again, in which we are raised to the life of your kingdom. Grant us the gift of your Spirit, that we may know Christ and make him known; and through him, at all times and in all places, may give thanks to you in all things.  Amen.
