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[bookmark: _Hlk191395563]“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (2 Corinthians 1:2, NRSVUE) (2) Amen.
You know this week’s sermon preparation had me thinking in many different ways, and I was actually excited. Now, of course, I was really excited just to be able to get back up here and preach again after some much needed time off. Although, believe it or not, my initial excitement actually started a few weeks ago at our Pastoral Bible Study when we read over this text and talked about it as a group. Then, my excitement further transitioned as I began reading the text over and over again on my own in order to pick things out to highlight. It then carried on as I moved on to reading up on several people’s thoughts and their research that they had posted on Working Preacher. I was even extended the privilege and responsibility to proofread a few of my colleague’s sermons and provide them with feedback at their request. Then, following all of this my excitement somehow managed to turn into some kind of an internal conflict, because I was struggling with which direction this sermon should actually go. Had I read and researched too much? Had this overwhelming amount of information and excitement done something to me I had not intended? I mean I just could not seem to formulate my excitement into words, or steer my mind onto a particular topic, and for a while there were no keystrokes because I simply had nothing specific to type in order to share. Then, of course, it was not until I read one of my last pieces of research that I realized there was indeed a different spin, or a different angle to be taken on this reading, or all of these readings today for that matter. I just simply had to let my excitement find a way to marinate or transition from a feeling to actual concrete thoughts and keystrokes on my computer. Yes, I had to exhibit some patience! In that moment I then realized that my excitement was because I needed to share with all of you, and even myself, something that may simply get pushed down, or not even highlighted at all. This is where my internal conflict transferred back into the very excitement I had in the first place, and it finally transitioned into making sure that I shared something different and from the heart.
Now, I will tell you that my initial excitement could have had me easily settling on and focusing on the topics of a skin disease or leprosy, and the very healing that occurred. Then, of course I could have focused on the ten men in this awkward community all by themselves that were cast out and needed help. I also could have focused on the one man that did not follow the rules and actually turned back to Jesus. You know this one man who was identified to all of us in our story as a Samaritan. Now, believe it or not, this man was actually cast out of society twice over because of his ailment and… because of where he was from. Then again, I even realized that I could have focused on the most front and center topic of them all, or the lowest hanging fruit perse, and that of course is faith. For without faith, and even hopefulness, none of these men would have even approached Jesus, let alone listened to Jesus, and truly believed that they could actually be well and restored to their family and society again.
So, with all that said you may be out there wondering where my excitement did finally land. I mean I know for certain that we all have heard this story a time or two as it cycles around every three years when our lectionary circles back to it. I know we have undoubtedly heard someone preach on these very topics that I just presented to you in that very long list. I also know through our own reading and study efforts that we may have encountered the very same thoughts. So, this is where I thank you for allowing me to wrestle with the text a little bit more. This is precisely where I thank you for providing me with the very responsibility and reality that I am not just up here delivering some kind of fancy book report. This is also where I really do thank you for letting me bring this text alive and provide us with the very topic of… Belonging.
Now you might be saying… Vicar Vince, what exactly does belonging have to do with this Gospel story, or all the stories that we read today? I mean, of all the things that I would have ever imagined you saying or bringing up, I am not sure that belonging was it. Well, hello folks!!! We have all experienced a time or two in our lives where we may not have felt like we actually belonged, or where we were just simply on the proverbial outside of things. For instance, we may have been the one picked last, or not even picked at all, for the kickball team back in the day at school during recess. Then again, maybe we may have felt like all of our friends were laughing about or even talking about us in the past, and we simply did not fit into a group that we actually thought we were really a part of all along. Perhaps, we may have even had a time or two at work where our co-workers seemed to be working on something or planning a project and we were not even consulted or asked to help out. Then, of course there might have been that time when we went up to talk to someone out in the supermarket and they might have seemed to forgotten who we were, or they might have been so preoccupied with everything else going on in their lives that we might as well have not even existed. There are several more instances I am sure that I could have listed here where belonging is such a vital part of our identity and our persona, and that is whether we even realize it or not. Belonging is not just some kind of feeling, but it actually is intrinsic to who we are as human beings.
So, buckle in with me just a little bit longer here please. This is where I invite you to take this alternative spin on things with me. Now, whether these men really did indeed have a skin disease, or just if they had been cast out of society for acting a certain kind of way that did not line up with community, could possibly be debated. These men could have been marked or cast out because they were not acting right, and these men could have lost their very privileges that they may have once even taken for granted. Whatever the case may be, these men were no longer welcomed by the communities that they were initially a part of. So, they created a sub-community. However, this still did not provide them with any kind of fulfillment. They were still empty inside even though they had the kinship of the nine other folks of their small group. They had some kind of false sense of belonging, but it was not grounded in much at all. They were actually missing right relationship. So, when Jesus comes around, they all have reason to believe that he can restore them, heal them, and actually make them new and right to reenter again to be restored with their communities and their families. Their relationships could be fixed! Again, they had faith, because they just simply were not getting any kind of fulfillment from this secondary community they had created. So, they go up to Jesus, just like any one of us does time and time again, and they ask for help. They come to realize that Jesus has the answer or the ability to make things new or right. So, their faith further transfers into belief as Jesus just simply tells them to go on their way and return to their priests and they shall be healed and restored. Nine of these men were so overjoyed that this could even happen that they only had one thing in mind! That was rushing back to the communities they once knew and were a part of, and being accepted and belonging once again. However, one man, this Samaritan, the one who really did not even recognize Jesus like all the other men, was the one who did not follow the simple command, and he actually turned back. His sense of belonging was on a different level this day. His sense of belonging was linked to the very one who was and had restored it. The Samaritan’s sense of belonging, of being healed and restored, was so great that he turned around and thanked the very person that made it happen. He wanted more than just healing and restoration, he wanted and desired right relationship folks, and that is some good stuff right there! 
Yes, all those dynamics I started this sermon out with today, all those alternative focuses merge right into one here as this Samaritan man shows us all precisely how we need to be. We are reminded that we not only need to receive the blessing, or follow along with a command in a blind manner by following the tasks or orders provided, but that we must be thankful and provide praise and honor, as well as glory and adoration. And, let’s be honest here folks, we know that sometimes we just do not do that. When we are sick and we ask God to heal us or restore us sometimes when we start feeling better, or when we bounce back and get back into our regular lives, we forget to thank the very one that allowed or made this to happen. We are so excited about belonging again or being restored to our daily lives and happenings that we forget to go to the feet of Jesus and really thank him. Oh, how this world and all the things of it have us acting so foolishly at times. So, we need to put that mirror up and ask ourselves how we can do better moving forward, because God’s grace and mercy, his love and compassion, may indeed come to us freely, but we truly need to be thankful and realize that without God in our lives we really never do have a full sense of belonging. We never are truly restored or healed, and we do not have right relationship. 
So, by no means is this me preaching at you, but it is me calling you, and even myself, to a better awareness of how we can thank the very one that created our very sense of belonging in the first place. It is calling all of us to ensure that we get the blessing, and not just the healing that we so longingly desire for and need. Let us all belong to the very family of Christ that we are called to, let us be thankful, and let us share that with others. Let us share the very grace, mercy, and peace that has been extended to us through our faith as we encounter others out there in the world. We are the hands and feet of Jesus, and we can share that right relationship with them and allow them to have the very same sense of belonging that we are blessed to have.
[bookmark: _Hlk199781786]Amen.











Luke 17:11-19 (NRSVUE)
     Jesus’ mission includes making people clean again. Unexpectedly, a Samaritan 
     healed of leprosy becomes a model for those who would praise and worship God 
     and give thanks for God’s mercy.

    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.”
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