Giving to the church with Gratitude
A Jewish proverb states, “Each life is like one letter of the alphabet.  Alone it can seem utterly meaningless, but combined with others it can be part of something beautiful.”
As members of our Church we are like individual letters that together spell out the beautiful epic of God’s love.  When we participate in this larger story, the world is transformed and our lives find meaning.

Through the generous financial support of individuals and families, this church is able to provide the worship, outreach and mission programs that demonstrate the reign of God and the power of Christ in our own community, the nation and the world.  The gospel is shared in word and deed.  Children and adults are nurtured in faithful discipleship to Jesus Christ.  The spirit of Christ is present in all that we do.  Together we accomplish amazing things that no one person or small group of people can do on their own.
As Luke tells it, one day Jesus is walking in the direction of Jerusalem with his disciples.  They come near a village and pass by a leper colony on the outskirts, which is where the colonies were forced to locate.  Ten lepers, their skin hanging from their bodies, come out calling to Jesus.  They stop at a safe distance and shout to Jesus for mercy.  They are hoping for a miracle.  He does not disappoint them.
Jesus tells the ten lepers to go see the priest, which is necessary before they can return to the community.  On their way, they suddenly discover their leprosy is gone!  Only one of the healed lepers, a Samaritan, returns to Jesus to thank him.  He comes back and throws himself on the ground before Jesus in gratefulness.  Jesus is stunned.  “Were not ten lepers cleansed?” he asks.  “Where are the rest?”  (Luke 17:17)
Good question!  Where are they?  Better yet, who are they, those nine who showed no gratitude at all?  Jesus offers a hint when he says, “Was only this foreigner able to return and give thanks to God for his healing?”  (Luke 17:18)  Here the Bible gives us a new twist on an old story; it is the Good Samaritan in reverse.  This time the Samaritan is the one getting helped by the side of the road.

Moreover, the Samaritan came back to Jesus grateful.  The outsider, the unwanted, the one who is doubly despised as a foreigner and a leper, returns to give thanks.  What about the others?  Do you suppose they were locals who took their cleansing for granted?

Maybe they felt entitled to what they received?

Entitlement is the enemy of gratitude and our culture is awash in entitlement.  We live in this nation, this state, this community as if we had it all coming to us, as if we believed only in ourselves.  That attitude infects the church as well – perhaps we Presbyterians have had it too good for too long a time.
We cannot say simultaneously, “Thank you” and “I earned it myself!”, unless we talk out of both sides of our mouth.  If we assume we have nothing for which to be thankful, and no one to whom we should be grateful, giving thanks is superfluous and unnecessary.  The result is a life without gratitude, which is a life where joy is missing.

Like the Samaritan leper who comes back to Jesus, those who have the least, tend to show the most gratitude.  The rest of us, who have so much, have work to do, to recover the lost biblical virtue of gratitude.

The problem with gratitude, though, is that it gets in the way of satisfying our own wants and desires.  It is bothersome that way!  Gratitude naturally creates a desire to give.  It subverts and even reverses our insatiable consumer appetite, and lead in the direction of relinquishment, which can be especially dangerous to those who cling to material things.  We show our gratefulness by “giving” thanks, and such giving can lead to all kinds of other wonderful generosities.
For those who follow Jesus, gratitude is directed at God, and the giving that accompanies that gratitude results in financial support for the church and its mission.  It may be old-fashioned, but it bears repeating:  Christian stewardship rests upon gratitude to God.  We simply cannot be grateful, in the biblical fashion, and not be generous.  When we are genuinely grateful, we cannot help but give ourselves away for the sheer joy of saying “thank you” to God.

So this year, when you are asked to financially support our Church, remember the ten lepers who were healed by Jesus.  Will you be like the one who came back to Christ in gratitude?  Giving in gratitude for God’s love and goodness in you life?
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