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Jesus: conundrum setter, and opener-upper. 
The twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost. 

Luke 17: 11 – 19 
 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

I’m tempted to say that I never met a book I didn’t like. That’s not quite true, but it is 

true that books of every kind hold the walls of my house firmly in place. And that a 
couple of my favourite authors write a good who-done-it. In consequence, I can’t walk 
past the newest Ruth Rendell or P. D. James. 
 
Because I’m a tad squeamish, I prefer a who-done-it in which blood and gore isn’t the 
only narrative variable. I am, however, acutely aware that a large dollop of hunger for 
power will always be present, as it is all of us a good deal of the time, despite the 
presence of softer, more generous emotions as well. 
 
So it is important, in a who-done-it, that readers gain the sense that all human beings 
are different, and that all human beings are composed of complex and sometimes 
overlapping pools of motive, in precisely the same way as all of us sitting here this 
morning. 
 
Having said that, there is another even more important thing upon which a good 
who-done-it will always rest. Writers need to be able to pose intriguing questions, to 
use every character present, to cherishing the weight of each word, and to be able to 
use words poetically, even economically, but not like plasticine. So the centre of any 
story will contain a number of protagonists, all of whom feel real and complex, and all 
of whom face unknowns in human kinds of ways.  
  
My long fascination with scripture works like that, too. The stories are never as simple 
as a first glance implies. So the story may be long or short, but the people are always 
complex in motive, in self-understanding, and sometimes in the outrageous, out-there 
things they do. For some of the best of these, just go to the Old Testament. 
 
Today’s gospel reading is just such a story. We can see it as a simple morality tale, if 
we want, and most of us have heard have heard countless people read it that way. 
Jesus’ words in these few verses then become something like ‘look, this is the leper 
who found the magic word “thank you”, good boy!’ 
 
All of us who have kids have played that one, and we’ve often referred to please and 
thank you as magic words. Another magic sequence in our house was ‘you’re not 
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required to like it, you’re only required to eat it!’ But when I ask my kids what was the 
most useful thing in all of that parental talk of their childhoods, they say ‘we learned 
to ask questions, about everything that happens, about everything people do, about 
everything people say.’ 
 
That’s what the gospels are for. They introduce us to a remarkable man who is unlike 
any other we have met. They don’t tell us as much as we would have liked about what 
kind of man he was, but they point to how he thought. And it is pretty different to our 
ways of doing things. For instance, Jesus picks his friends in a different way to us. So 
he talks to the bogans we feel uncomfortable with, he asks lots of questions, he puts 
things in the form of riddles. That means he tells lots of stories which have blank 
spots as often as they have answers, in the same way that life does. And all the time, 
whether we know it or not, he is teaching us to ask questions about life, the universe 
and everything. 
 
So let’s try to tease out some of the things Jesus might be trying to teach us to notice, 
some of the things we might be used to ignoring, in this morning’s simple-looking 
eight verses. 
 
While we look, though, we need to remember some things, and use them as a kind of 
road map. Let’s remember that he is walking through a rural area between Samaria 
and Galilee. The Samaritans and the Galileans are related, but haven’t been on 
speaking terms for many generations, several hundred years. Both peoples are under 
Roman rule, but have different structures of government, perhaps in order to stop 
them from joining together in revolt. The room for misunderstanding and outright 
strife is very, very high. 
 
Enter ten lepers. These men did not live in a country with a medical system like ours. 
They probably did not all have the disease we would call leprosy today. But in cultures 
where skin lesions, touching a dead body, touching a menstruating woman, and a 
variety of other things made a person ritually unclean, they were unable to enter 
anyone’s house, eat with anyone, spend time with relatives or friends, or hold down a 
job. 
 
Do you wonder they called out Lord have mercy, as we will in much cushier 
circumstances, in our own intercessions, in just a few minutes? 
 
And Jesus? He merely says ‘show yourselves to the priests’, and as they go, they are 
healed! In the same way, doing what is sensible, and practical, or what our doctor 
suggests, often sets us on the way to recovery. So the ten leave, presumably up the hill 
to Jerusalem. Nine keep going, perhaps noticing their recovery, perhaps even with the 
odd cartwheel, but in a hurry to get home to families from whom they had been 
estranged. Do we, who can, with little thought, stay home on a Sunday morning 
because the rellies are coming, get that? 
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And the one who comes back? He was a Samaritan, unwanted, stigmatised as any 
boat person, with no real place to lay his head. He comes back to Jesus, since he has 
nothing at all to lose, and hasn’t got his heart clogged up with possessions he just 
might get his hands on later that day. 
 
And Jesus, full of grace, quietly understated, sends him out into an ugly and 
dangerous world, to point to Jesus’ radical new way of living the kingdom of God. 
 
That’s one of the possible readings of these verses. There will be others. 
 
Since Jesus’ words are also spoken to us, we must work out what functions like leprosy 
in this society: 
 
Are we so in thrall to consumerism that we need to spend to be happy? Are we so 
power hungry that we want every commodity, every experience, to be the centre of 
everything? Do we look down on others who dress/look/sound different to us? Do we 
think that people who don’t look like us, or sound like us are too dangerous to live in 
God’s own country? 
 
We could go on. 
 
But as we hold out our hands for bread and wine, let us remember our own need of 
grace, our own need to be transformed as we do things a bit differently, our own 
baptismal calling to act as Jesus would towards the grotty, the unlovely, the vicious, as 
well as the grace-filled. 
 
 
Amen. 
 
Judy McAdam 
St Paul’s Cathedral Bendigo 
13th October, 2013 
 


