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If you could have one wish granted, what would you wish?

If you could have one prayer answered immediately, think:  what would you ask for?
romance? 
health? security? love?

I’ve been thinking about it this (that’s my job…).

If I were to be given one thing, the thing I would ask for – a request that would be good for any age, in any circumstance, and would trump all of the other things above, including love – the one thing I would ask for is that I might be grateful.

Not a very exotic or exciting wish, perhaps, but there it is:  from now on, I’m going to pray, daily, to be grateful.

I am going to ask for a heart full of gratitude, 
for a mind awakened and alive, day by day, moment by moment, to the mercies and marvels of God around me. 

Grateful people are happy.  
A person can have romance, and not be happy. 
A person can have health, and not be happy.  
A person can have security and wealth and even love, and not be happy. 
But a person cannot be grateful and not be happy.  

Grateful people are less anxious than other people.  Because they have a keen awareness of blessing, they live with a sense of trust and confidence in God’s goodness and care for them.
Grateful people are generally humble – they walk around a bit dazed by their good fortune.  Condoleeza Rice once said, “It is a dangerous thing to ask why someone else has been given more.  It is humbling – and indeed healthy – to ask why you have been given so much.”   (Scott Peck, Abounding Grace, p. 42)
Grateful people are good company – if they aren’t too cloying, or ‘in-your-face,’ with their gratitude.  They aren’t complainers.  They aren’t always competing or grasping or seeking something.  In fact, they grateful people are generous.  They have enough, enough stuff, enough attention, enough affection, enough time.  Grateful people appreciate others, they appreciate life.
Author and humorist Erma Bombeck wrote some time ago, “An estimated 1.5 million people are living today after bouts with breast cancer. Every time I forget to feel grateful to be among them, I hear the voice of an eight-year-old named Christina, who had cancer of the nervous system. When asked what she wanted for her birthday, she thought long and hard and finally said, ‘I don't know. I have two sticker books and a Cabbage Patch doll. I have everything!’” Bombeck concludes, “The kid is right.”  (Erma Bombeck, Redbook, October,1992.) She does have everything.
Being grateful is good for us human beings. Being grateful is a good way to spend a life.

That’s why God commands it.  In one way or another, scripture tells us close to 500 times to “give thanks.”

Deuteronomy says being grateful isn’t only good for us:  being grateful is necessary.  If we forget to be grateful, to give thanks, we will perish.  “When you have eaten your fill and have built fine houses and live in them, and when your herds and flocks have multiplied, and your silver and gold is multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied…do not forget the Lord your God.  …Do not say to yourself, ‘My power and the might of my own hand have gotten me this wealth.’  But remember the Lord your God...if you forget…you shall surely perish.”

Something about a lack of gratitude kills us – first in the soul, and then, since they are all intertwined, in the body.  St Ambrose said, “No duty is more urgent than that of returning thanks.”  (Peck, p. 43)

Oddly enough, we are most in danger of ingratitude when we have the most to be grateful for, scripture warns us, when the harvest is plentiful, when the wine is flowing, when the houses are fine.  It is a paradox, but gratitude can be smothered by an abundance of blessing, and starved by an absence of constraints.
We have seen this, haven’t we?  Men and women who have had few obstacles, young people who have had everything they always wanted, these are often the folks who can be the least grateful, can they not?  And so it is true with communities, or nations.  How consumed we are in this country with what we no longer have, while our partners in San Juan Planes, Honduras give thanks for what they do have.
Susan Schnur, a rabbi, has written, “It is life’s constraints [emphasis mine] that make being grateful possible.”

“I had a spine disease in my late teens and early twenties,” she write, “and I suppose you could say it pruned me back.  …At night, because of the pain, I cried myself to sleep with a feeling that was like searching for a small window along a vast wall; eventually through the night, I would find that window and crawl through onto what felt like a narrow shelf:  sleep.


“After I was well again, I still woke in the middle of every night; I was used to it.  I expected pain and, finding it gone, I’d fall back into sleep, relieved.  In time, though, it became the relief itself that woke me; a gratitude so sharp it felt almost physical.


“It’s hard to say how relief about something specific evolves into gratitude as a general stance toward life, but that’s what often happens, and that’s what happened with me.


“I wake, and have for years now, overwhelmed by a sense of gratitude; it’s like a sixth sense, like waking to the smell of smoke in a house or to the sound of a child’s cry.  It’s a reckless feeling, unbidden as tears.  Nothing specific is its object, though there are big things, of course, to be grateful for: family, work, health, the security of a lawful country.  And there are little ones:  the sound of an orchestra warming up, flowers that pop up where they were never planted…


“I lie in bed sometimes, not with the urge to pray…but with the feeling that I am a prayer.


“Gratitude, it seems after all, is the scar left me by my illness; I wake to run my fingers along its seam.”   (Susan Schnur, “On Being Grateful:  Life’s Constraints Make It Possible,”  New York Times, July 25, 1985)

Gratitude is the scar left by her illness. 
What illness, what difficulty, what obstacles have left a scar of gratitude on you? It is life’s constraints that make the deepest levels of gratitude possible:  “constraints create the possibility of joy,” concludes Schnur.  
Of course, constraints are no guarantee that a person will become grateful.

The nine lepers who encountered Jesus in the reading today illustrate that. They have faced some significant limitations and obstacles.  Because of their illness, they have lost their livelihood, their homes, been cast out of their village, separated from loved ones, sent to live in some hut or cave among other lepers.  Very real constraints.  
But their disease has not left a scar of gratitude on them.  None returns thanks.  When Jesus bids them to go to the priest, presenting them with the possibility of healing and restoration, they scurry off.  No one can fault them for not being obedient.  Neither does Jesus. They are doing just what he says.  And they are, understandably excited and eager to get home. 

But while they are healed in body, they are not changed in their being, in who they are.  They fulfill the obligations and requirements set before them, but they miss the One who stands talking to them, and blessing them, and bringing them back to life.  They prove that it is possible to follow all God’s rules, but remain unchanged as a person;

it is possible to have our wildest dreams come true, our most fervent prayers answered, to have blessings poured upon our head, and still not encounter the One who gives them to us, still miss him, even when he right in front of us—
Having constraints in this life does not guarantee a man or woman or child will become a grateful person.

But  the truly, deeply grateful person cannot be formed without constraints.

Look at the tenth leper who met Jesus.  Gratitude is the scar left by the Samaritan’s illness here in Luke 17. The depth of the Samaritan’s overpowering gratitude is possible only because he has been a leper.  
Because he has known pain, he is immensely grateful to be free of it…
because he has been cast out and shunned, he is profoundly grateful to be able to return home…
because he has been told that as a Samaritan he was outside the bounds of God’s mercy, he is knocked to the ground with gratitude for being included in Jesus’ circle of grace.

If he had not been a leper, would the Samaritan have known this depth of gratitude which propels him back to Jesus, and flings him to the ground at his feet because it is the only way he can express the depth of his thanks, the height of his praise?  His leprosy created the possibility of this overpowering, salvific joy.
There is more going on here than one man’s remembering to be courteous.  This is not about etiquette or ritual or respect.  Something is clicking at the core of this Samaritan – some new connection is being made between Creator and creature, between Maker and mortal.  The Samaritan recognizes what is going on, recognizes the grace that is being poured out upon him, recognizes the mercy and acceptance and healing and force that is infusing his life, flowing from this one who stands before him… he encounters Jesus and grasps who he is –
so he grasps his feet and makes the fundamental cry that will bring changes beyond the cure of his illness:  it is the cry that will save his soul.  Two words:  “Thank you.  Thank you.”  In this moment, flung to the ground and lifting up praise, the Samaritan has never been more fully alive, more fully human, or more closely connected to his Creator.  In the end, it is praise and thanksgiving – the scar left by his illness --that transforms the Samaritan’s being, and makes him truly, eternally well in his core.  

In the end, it is praise and thanksgiving that will transform us.  It is gratitude made possible by the scars of our life, gratitude to Christ for the grace being poured out upon us every moment of every day, gratitude clicking at the core of our being, that will complete the connection between us and our Maker, make us fully human, fully alive, and give us fullness of life...
For what, after all, is the chief end of human life?  What is the primary purpose of human existence?  The Westminster Catechism answers, “To glorify God, and enjoy God forever.”    

To be a grateful person.  
Amen.

