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I suppose that many Christian disabled people, both in earlier centuries and today, have felt oppressed by these healing stories attributed to Jesus. They might well have felt forced into one of two possibilities: either to go in search of miraculous cure themselves, or to resign themselves as having no real place among the followers of Jesus, and to be regarded as not having quite enough faith. In the past several decades, however, the disabled rights movement has taken a more direct line. These stories are today generally regarded by disabled people as unhelpful. If you take them literally, you are continually pestered by people who want to work a miracle on you, and you feel nervous about attending a healing service in your local church, in case people misunderstand your presence, and think you have come in the hope of cure. On the other hand, if the miracles are regarded as symbolic, things are if anything even worse.  Then blindness is confirmed as symbolising unbelief, deafness would mean disobedience to the word of God, and being lame would mean that you became a metaphor of those who do not come to Christ.  The biblical tradition is generally negative about disability, and no wonder in a society where to be disabled was to lose your dignity and your humanity. Moreover, the miracle stories seem to encourage a view that disability is entirely an individual matter, and there is no criticism of the disabling effect of the surrounding society, and no urgent demand for educational and political reform.

So what are we to make of this account of the healing of the ten lepers?  The most surprising feature of the story is the words of Jesus, ‘Were not all ten cleansed?’ The point is that they were healed whether they were grateful or not! There was no judgement upon those who did not return to give thanks. It was not as if suddenly, their leprosy returned, as if to say ‘There! Serve you right for being so ungrateful!’. No. We do not know why they did not return. What would you have done? Some, no doubt, were simply doing what Jesus had said, going to show themselves to the nearest priest. The one who turned back was, in a way, being rather disobedient. But then perhaps there were other things. Maybe some of them just wanted to run home first and shout out to the wives and kids ‘Look! It’s all gone! My leprosy has all gone!’, and for the first time for years, be able to hold their loved ones in their arms.

It is odd, and perhaps nothing but a co-incidence, but the previous story in this chapter of Luke is also about not saying thanks. It is the little story about the master who does not thank his household servants for serving up his supper. Perhaps these stories have a message for a culture like ours, driven by politeness. Sometimes when my taxi arrives in the car park, I say to the driver, ‘Thanks for coming’. Sometimes the driver replies, ‘No need to thank me, sir. I’m only doing my job’.

But is there also something deeper in this idea that being thankful is unnecessary?

It is about the boundless grace of God, which is greater than our emotions. God does not love you more because you thank God for loving you! God’s attitude to you does not depend upon your attitude to God.  I am not suggesting that we should no longer sing ‘Now thank we all our God’. Certainly, the one who turned back and fell at the feet of the master did receive a special blessing. But the word, ’Your faith has healed you’ was true, not only of him, but of all of them.

There is a kind of wonderful objectivity about the grace of God. It is not dependent upon our character or our efforts. Consider the parables of the merchant who spent years looking for the precious pearl, and on the other hand, the farmer ploughing his field with no thought of the treasure, when he suddenly found it. Have you never been caught unawares by God? Surprised by a sudden joy? Greeted by a graciousness that was inexplicable?

This is the paradox of grace. On the one hand, the voice says, ‘You shall find me when you seek for me with all your heart’, and on the other hand, the voice also says, ‘I am found by those who sought me not’.

How wonderful are the ways of our God, how past finding out is the wonder of God’s love, unsearchable the will of God for our lives! To God alone be glory and praise for ever!

Reading:
Luke 17: 11-19 (Today New International Version)
11 Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus travelled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. 12 As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy [a] met him. They stood at a distance 13 and called out in a loud voice, "Jesus, Master, have pity on us!"  14 When he saw them, he said, "Go, show yourselves to the priests." And as they went, they were cleansed.  15 One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. 16 He threw himself at Jesus' feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan.  17 Jesus asked, "Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? 18 Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?" 19 Then he said to him, "Rise and go; your faith has made you well." 

