Homily Luke 17:11-19

Everything in the Old Law was symbolic and there were many cultural beliefs for every
life experience. To have a serious illness meant the person must have sinned and the
illness was a result of their sin. So, a person with leprosy would be considered someone
who had sinned against God and because of the iliness, he or she would be considered
unclean. In addition, anyone who had contact with that person was also considered to
be unclean.

Luke tells us that when Jesus was entering a town on His way to Jerusalem, ten lepers
met him. Luke makes a point to stress that the lepers did not meet Jesus after He had
entered the town. They met Him before He entered the town because they were
outcasts, driven out of the towns and villages. Being unclean they stood at a distance
since they were forbidden to associate with any healthy people... but this day they
would not go unnoticed. They raised their voices saying, “Lord Jesus, have mercy on
us! Have pity on us for we are miserable, we are sinners. See our suffering, see our
shame.”

In calling out to Jesus as they did, they showed that they had confidence they would
receive healing if only Jesus would show them mercy...and He does. He simply says,
“Go show yourselves to the priests.” It is a simple enough statement; but it is not just a
statement. Jesus is sharing a Word of Scripture with them. In saying, “Go show
yourselves to the priests,” Jesus is referencing Leviticus 14, which gives detailed
instructions as to how priests were to diagnose leprosy and how they were to determine
that it had been cured...but Jesus was planning something more. The miracle was
sufficient to deliver those priests from their lack of faith in Him. These ten lepers who
had been made clean were sent to the priests so those same priests might recognize
Christ’'s power and in recognizing Christ’s power through the miracle, believe in this one
God, who is God both of the Law and of grace.

In addition, this would lead the cleansed lepers to a more perfect faith in Christ. And
that’s what happens to one of them. As the lepers were on their way to show
themselves to the priests they were healed but only one of them, a foreigner, a
Samaritan, turned back and with a loud voice glorified God. Luke tells us that the
Samaritan fell at the feet of Jesus and gave thanks. He came to the fullness of faith and
returned to speak and perform words and actions of gratitude and belief by publicly
prostrating himself and glorifying as true God the one who had granted his cleansing.



Although there is great joy in this story, there is also sadness. Jesus says, “Were there
not ten cleansed? Where are the other nine?” What misfortune! We too can be seen as
suffering from the same calamity. In our first reading Naaman’s flesh is made like a little
child’s in the River Jordan. Through the waters of Baptism, we have been cleansed of
Original Sin...the sin that covered us like leprosy but was more harmful in that it passed
from the body to the soul. Even though we have been cleansed and receive our nature
through Christ, we do not always cling to Him and offer Him praise and glory because
we continue to sin and distance ourselves from Him.

St. Paul tells us in his letter to the Romans, “All have sinned, and have come short of
the glory of God.” Thanks to Jesus we have the gift of Penance, and we can experience
this cleansing again and again in the Sacrament of Reconciliation—as we repent our
sins and ask for and receive mercy from our loving and forgiving Lord, Jesus.

The ten lepers are like the entire human race. We are all moral lepers. The entire
human race was infected with moral selfishness by original sin, a selfishness that
decays our souls and societies just as leprosy decays the body...but Jesus saved us as
He saved those lepers. He opened the floodgates of God’s grace through His
Incarnation, His Passion, Death, and Resurrection.

We all recognize what Christ did for us. That is why we are here today. Like that one
leper who returned to give glory, praise, and thanks to God, we have returned. We did
not choose to stay home and just say some prayers or go to the mountains to feel close
to God through His creation. Those are important things to do, but what happens here,
in this parish community and on this altar, goes much, much deeper. The Mass is the
perfect offering of thanks to the Father. It does so in a remarkable and almost hidden
way. It is right there for us to see if we have eyes to see it.

The Gospel story of the ten lepers brings us to the inner dimensions of the Eucharist
and sacramental life. It contains all the essential elements of Holy Mass and it reminds
us that it is the Mass that is the perfect thanksgiving, the perfect Eucharist. Let’s look
and see how this Gospel is a precursor of the Mass:

In our Gospel, there is a gathering of ten lepers, and they meet Jesus as He enters the
village. We do this at every Mass: we gather, and the Lord draws near. In the person of
the priest, who is the sacrament, who is the sign of His presence, Jesus walks the aisle
of our church just as He walked those ancient roads. Next, the lepers cry out for mercy.
The Greek is “Kyrie Eleison.” We do this at every Mass: Lord, have mercy, Christ have
mercy, Lord have mercy! In our Gospel, Jesus then quotes Scripture and applies it to



their lives just as He does for us at every Mass. As Jesus shared a Word of Scripture
with the lepers, at Mass we enter into the Liturgy of the Word, and God’s Word is
proclaimed as the Lord Jesus, speaking through the Priest or Deacon, applies the texts
to our lives.

The next major event in our Gospel story is that one of the lepers fell at the feet of
Jesus and thanked him. The word Eucharist comes from the Greek and means “to give
thanks.” During the Liturgy of the Eucharist, we pray the Eucharistic prayer: we kneel
and thank Jesus, and with Jesus, we give perfect thanks to the Father. Those who claim
that they can stay home and give adequate thanks to God should be rebuked as
prideful. | am not talking about those who, for health reasons, cannot leave their home
to join us at Mass. | am talking about those who just decide that it is more comfortable
to stay at home than it is to come out and attend Mass. Only Jesus can give perfect
thanks to the Father, and we can only give adequate thanks to Jesus by following His
command to “Do this in memory of me.” We must be at Mass.

Finally, Jesus sends the leper on his way, saying, “Stand up and go; your faith has
saved you.” We, too, are sent forth by Jesus at the end of every Mass, when He speaks
through the Priest or Deacon: “Go and announce the Gospel of the Lord” or “Go in
peace, glorifying the Lord by your life.” So, there it is. In this Gospel, which clearly
instructs us to give thanks to God, is the very structure of the Mass. If you want to give
proper thanks to God, you’re in the right place...right here at Mass.

In a few minutes, Christ himself will come and nourish us with His body, blood, soul, and
divinity...His true presence. Christ himself, the one who died and rose from the dead will
come to be our companion and strength. By uniting our minds and hearts, and even our
bodies, through Holy Communion—to Christ’'s own self-offering in the Eucharist, our
human prayer of thanksgiving becomes divine. And so, we are able to say thank you to
God as we ought to, as we want to, and as God truly deserves. That is what we have
come together to do today, to present ourselves as the grateful Samaritan, to throw
ourselves at the feet of Christ and pour out our hearts in thanksgiving.



