
Luke 17    Only One Returned   October 12, 2025 

Before we get started today, I want to say how glad I am to be back here in the pulpit. 

Two weeks away feels like a long time, and I’m grateful to the Reverends Kathy and Mobby 

and everyone who lead in worship – from the liturgists to our worship team and the choir, 

and bell ringers, and the children (!) for leading so beautifully. It was a gift to sit in a pew last 

week and participate in worship and take communion next to my family. I am truly grateful 

for the privilege it is to serve you here at Dunn’s Corners and thank God constantly for 

bringing us together.  

And speaking of gratitude and thanksgiving, today we hear about one in our 

scriptures who was deeply, deeply thankful for the way Jesus cared for him. Let us turn to 

our gospel story for today in Luke chapter 17. 

11 On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and 

Galilee. 12 As he entered a village, ten men with a skin disease approached him. Keeping 

their distance, 13 they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14 When he saw 

them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they 

were made clean. 15 Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, 

praising God with a loud voice. 16 He prostrated himself at Jesus’s feet and thanked him. 

And he was a Samaritan. 17 Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? So where are the 

other nine? 18 Did none of them return to give glory to God except this foreigner?” 19 Then he 

said to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.” 

 This is the word of the Lord.    Thanks be to God. 

You know something. On the surface, this is a scripture that we can all understand. 

It’s not super mysterious. The aren’t any riddles or strange metaphors.   

 

 



Ten lepers ask for healing. They’re all healed without even a touch from Jesus, but 

only one returns. So, as one person suggested to me earlier this week, there’s no need for a 

long sermon today! The message of the text is to be grateful and thankful to the healer and 

savior of our lives. Worship Jesus Christ! Don’t disappear like the nine and be ungrateful for 

the gifts of God in your life. End of sermon! 

But you know, maybe, maybe there’s something else we should learn. Would you 

just hang in there with me for a few minutes and see if, maybe, there was more to it?  

For hundreds of years, a couple thousand maybe, the interpretation has been the 

same. There’s a contrast between how the one returns and the nine don’t. A black and 

white, good and evil. The one is good and grateful. The nine are bad and ungrateful.  

If you feel this way, you’re in good company, because this is also the opinion of the 

great theologian and reformer Martin Luther who preached a sermon on this passage back 

in 1521. In it, he suggested, speculatively, that when the nine lepers did go and show 

themselves to the priest, the priest convinced the nine that Christ was actually dangerous, 

and they believed the priest and became enemies of Jesus rather than worship him as the 

Messiah and healer of their ills. 

Luther wrote, “While they were thus released from bodily leprosy, they thereby fell 

into spiritual leprosy, which is a thousand times worse. . . . It would have been better for 

these lepers if they had remained unclean than that by their bodily cleansing they should 

become diseased with a more dangerous spiritual leprosy.” 

Luther imagines all of this. There is no scriptural basis for this imagined and rather 

antisemitic negativity. Jesus himself sent the ten to the priest, so by reason, Jesus chose 

that option in good faith. Why would Jesus instruct the nine to go to the priest if he was 

concerned about that outcome? Luther’s idea, and the general negativity toward the nine 

and their ingratitude adds enormous projection onto the text that simply isn’t there.  

 



So what do we think of the nine? Some who are more generous in their opinion say, 

the nine followed Jesus’ instructions perfectly. They went and showed the priest that they 

were healed. And when that happened, as you might suppose, the priest would have given 

them permission to re-enter society, to go home, to return to families and jobs and 

communities.  If I had been estranged and exiled from my family and home for any length of 

time, I would want to return to them as quickly as possible. In fact, I sympathize with this 

option. I was recently separated from my family for eight long days and nights for the 

mission trip! On our way back to the church, fully aware that the Philadelphia Phillies first 

pitch was fast approaching, I convinced the fellow passengers in my van to drop me oƯ in 

Groton, closer to my home. I didn’t want to delay getting back to my family. So, I can 

imagine that the nine may have gone to the priest and then run into the arms of their loved 

ones instead of returning to Jesus, and I can’t fault them as much for that. Perhaps . . . we 

don’t know . . .perhaps, they witnessed to the healing power of Jesus to the priest, and then 

their families, and their neighbors when they reunited with them. We just don’t know. 

But I wonder if what Jesus is asking is something deeper. Something about 

segregation and maybe even racism; something about inclusion and exclusion in the family 

of God.  

Stick with me now. There are some insider clues to my theory I want to let you in on.  

First, let’s look at our location. When Jesus meets them, he is in a borderland, a 

place “in between” Galilee and Samaria, but if you look at a map, there is no land that is 

between those places, the border is a line, not a territory belonging to a third party, so what 

is meant by the text is that the region “in between” is for the outcasts of both Samaria and 

Galilee.  

It’s trash land. It’s dangerous and unincorporated and there’s no infrastructure. It’s 

not unlike the barrios of the Rio Grande valley that exist on either side of the US/Mexico 

border. People there live in cardboard homes with no electricity or water, there’s just dirt 

roads and raw sewage. The region between the two civilizations is land where the outcasts 

live, people who are not welcome into the villages and towns on either side. 



And we learn that the ten are a mix of Jews and Samaritans. At least one Samaritan 

is among them. A strange combination, seeing as how Jews were forbidden from interacting 

with Samaritans. Remember that from other stories like the Samaritan woman at the well 

and the Good Samaritan? Samaritans are the bad guys that Jews scorn and avoid. In fact, 

the people of Galilee were known to take a longer, harder route to Jerusalem to avoid the 

area of Samaria all together, but for the ten, they were living in community because the 

adjectives of Jew and Samaritan were not as important as the adjective infected.  

So there, living in community with one another, are ten men who all share a 

common ailment – a skin disease that has isolated them from their families of origin and 

life-long friends and jobs and houses of worship.  

And in their common exile, for who knows how long, they lived together. They worked in 

their makeshift community together. I imagine their shared isolation had bonded them into 

a community that made their diƯerent races obsolete.  

Maybe Simon was the best cook in the group. Maybe Eleazar was the best at 

changing bandages. Perhaps everyone felt a sense of peace when Josiah sang songs at 

night that his mother had taught him. Maybe Phineas the Samaritan was the peaceful 

optimist and the best fisherman. 

As one, the ten cried out to Jesus from a distance. As one. Their request was “Jesus, 

Master, have mercy on us.” All of us. Not just the one who was the most infected. Not just 

the one who was least infected. Not just the one who had a wife and children at home. And 

not just us Jews. All of us. 

Jews and Samaritans, but more importantly, human beings suƯering from a socially 

isolating skin condition, living together, asking for healing for each other. 

And Jesus instructs them all to go to Jerusalem and show themselves to the priests. 

He doesn’t make any distinction between them. He doesn’t sort them into Jews and 

Samaritans. He doesn’t ask any questions of them. He just sends them all oƯ, not yet 

cured but soon to be.  



Imagine what it was like to be one of the ten. As you walk together, your skin, and 

Eleazar’s hand, and Josiah’s foot, and Phineas’ face all begin to heal. Everyone is laughing 

and crying happy tears and shouting for joy, but then, somewhere along the way, it dawns 

on one of them that their Samaritan companion cannot continue on with them. He would 

not be able to enter into the inner courts of the temple and show the priest his baby soft 

skin.  

It was forbidden.   

For Ezekiel 44:9 says, “This is what the Sovereign LORD says: No foreigner 

uncircumcised in heart and flesh is to enter my sanctuary, not even the foreigners who live 

among the Israelites.” 

For so long they lived in community with one another, a fraternity of necessity – their 

ailment driving them toward one another in shared struggle and isolation. Now they are 

well, and they have to let the Samaritan know that he cannot come with them anymore. 

That, having been exiled from one community when he was infected, he is now being exiled 

by another community when he is healed. And that is heartbreaking. 

One cannot enter the temple of God because he is born a Samaritan? Friends, that 

is, frankly, immoral and racist. Come on! Enough with the “we’re better than you,” boloney. 

King Solomon, who built the first temple, was descended from foreigners – he had 

Canaanite and Moabite ancestors! (That’s a throwback to an August sermon, bonus points 

for those of you who remembered that!)  

But the Samaritan is still healed and still overjoyed, and since he cannot be with his 

frat brothers anymore, he can find the one who healed him. Since he cannot show himself 

to a priest at the temple, he shows himself to the Prince of Peace, the one Hebrews calls 

the Great High Priest, Jesus of Nazareth. The one who actually cured him. The Son of God.  

  

 



Nadia Bolz-Weber writes, “All I know is that a shared alienation can bond people like 

a shared privilege can never do.” Maybe you know this feeling. Maybe you were ostracized 

at some point from a core group of family or friends. Maybe you were excommunicated 

from the Catholic church or estranged from your family of birth and you found a new family 

of faith or family of choice.  

I want to end by telling you about a shared challenge that bonded the people on the 

mission trip together in a way nothing else I’ve experienced as your pastor has done.  

On the mission trip, we did not experience any trauma. Hurricane Imelda turned 

away from North Carolina and went out to sea. Our rental vans successfully carried us two 

thousand miles. No one, not a single one of us, needed to go to urgent care! But not all was 

cupcakes and roses. For reasons we should not speculate about, the construction 

manager we were introduced to on Sunday night at orientation, who was there to guide us 

and purchase materials and provide necessary tools and instructions, was fired by Monday 

night.  

Yeah. I agree. That was not good. Three of our crew demolished a bathroom by 

sharing one hammer and their bare hands. Two of our crew worked on sanding, priming, 

and painting the ceiling by standing on top of five-gallon buckets for 8 hours a day. But I 

want to tell you this, and we’ll talk about it more at our soup supper mission trip recap 

evening on Monday, October 27th at 6 p.m., the people who traveled from Dunn’s Corners 

Community Church were so incredibly determined and resilient and self-motivated and 

hard-working that, despite not having a construction manager, we rallied on Tuesday and 

still accomplished an incredible amount of work, made the two homeowners, Jennifer and 

Theresa, so happy, and we had a great time both on and oƯ the job sites. 

And the fact that we had to dig deeper than we expected, and communicate more 

than we would have, and lean on each other in ways we hadn’t planned brought us closer 

together. I know on that trip there were people from diƯerent income brackets, diƯerent 

political parties, people who were raised Catholic and people who were raised Baptist and 

people who love God but don’t, per se, love the church. 



But we’re bonded together now through a shared week of challenge and struggle. By 

the end of the week, my crew were so impressed with one another and what we had done 

that we’ll forever have each other’s backs and laugh at inside jokes the rest of you won’t 

understand.  

My point is, if one challenging week of service bonded me to the others on the trip, I 

wonder how bonded those ten men had become through their collective experience. Living 

together in no-man’s land, the edge of two communities, where race was not as important 

as diagnosis.  

We are left assuming that the other nine are continuing on to the temple. That they 

were restored into the community of Jewish believers. They were eligible to go back to their 

homes and villages and house of worship. We don’t know this, but we assume it.  

I wonder, if they ever stopped and grieved the loss of their Samaritan brother in their 

now-restored lives. If they wondered about where he was and how he was doing. If they 

ever tried to reconnect. Would you?  

It makes me wonder. Amen. 

 


