Fr. Dan Ruff, S.J. – Pastor

Old St. Joseph’s, Philadelphia

Thanksgiving Day – 11/26/09 – 10:30 a.m.


Jesus seems understandably puzzled near the end of the Gospel story we just heard.  After all, he has violated the law of Moses to interact with ten lepers.  They have asked him not for healing, but for pity.  Who knows, maybe all they were looking for was alms; we’ve all heard it: “Can you help me out with some change so I can get something to eat?”   But instead of offering them five bucks to buy a Starbucks decaf caramel macchiato, Jesus heals their disease.  And by doing this, in effect, he gives them their normal lives back.


No longer will these people be social and religious outcasts.  No longer will they be objects of pity and fear and derision.  No longer will they be unable to work to support themselves.  No longer will they be unable to fall in love and marry.  Because of Jesus, these ten people have quite literally been “born again.”  They have been raised to full and rich life from a kind of living death.  It is no overstatement to say that they owe him their lives.  And yet, only one of the ten returns to glorify God and to thank Jesus – and ironically, it is the Samaritan, the one whom mainstream Jews of the day would have regarded as a “bad” Jew, a heretic.  


I don’t sense anger in Jesus’ question: “Where are the other nine?”  I just sense astonishment, and maybe a little hurt or disappointment.  After all, he didn’t just toss a quarter in their begging bowls.  They asked for pity, and he gave them life.  How could they not say thanks?  The Gospel gives a hint of an answer when it says, “One of them, realizing he had been healed, returned…”  Hard as it seems to believe, even for Jesus, apparently it is only the Samaritan who notices that he has been healed.  He is the only one who comes back to thank Jesus, because he is the only one who notices that he has something to thank Him for…


It seems to me, sisters and brothers, that that is precisely the point of this great American tradition, this wonderful holiday, Thanksgiving.  It is a day for noticing – for counting our blessings – and remembering to give thanks to the Creator of our bounty.  Our bounty – indeed, our excess wealth and comfort – can be dangerous.  We come to take them for granted, to feel entitled to them; and we are continually manipulated by merchandisers to crave more.  We can become numb and insensible to our privilege.  

When Catholic, Jesuit-educated news analyst, Tim Russert, passed away unexpectedly a year-and-a-half ago, he was showered with tributes by colleagues and fans.  One colleague, Brian Williams, commented: “His great gift is that he’s never forgotten where he’s from.  Quite the contrary: He wears his Buffalo roots like a badge of honor, and well he should.”  And it was Russert’s working-class father who taught him in his youth: “You are always, always loved, but you are never, never entitled.”  Our heavenly Father and Mother lovingly reminds us of this today: we are, all of us, always loved – but never entitled.


It has, of course, been a hard year economically.  Perhaps the budget is a bit tighter this year than it has been in the recent past.  No matter how many billions of dollars American consumers may spend tomorrow on so-called “Black Friday,” I feel sure that the merchants will pronounce the day a commercial failure and claim impending economic doom.  But the Gospel, and the spiritual message of Thanksgiving Day, invite us to remember and to get perspective.  They invite us to notice what we have and give thanks.  

According to Christian missionary, David Thompson, if we can answer three of the following four questions with a yes, then we are among the 10% of the global population who are the wealthiest people who have ever lived on earth.  The questions: Do you own more than one pair of shoes?  Do you own more than one pair of underwear?  Do you have a choice of what to eat for at least one meal out of three?  Do you have your own transportation? I know that I qualify; and I am guessing that many of you do as well…

But today is not about guilt for what we have, sisters and brothers.  It is about gratitude, which, in turn, is about paying attention and noticing – like the Samaritan leper – that we have reason to give thanks.  We can all, in the words of Sirach, “bless the God of all who has done wondrous things on earth, who fosters people’s growth from the womb.”  However dire or painful our circumstances, as long as we can draw breath, thanks-giving remains appropriate and beneficial.  

Motivational speaker and writer, Maria Gamb, tells of a New York subway panhandler named Sonny Payne who became a spiritual teacher in her life.  She writes: “Everything was as it always has been for years and years – he had a great pitch and approached the cranky subway riders with humility and understanding ‘If you don’t have it, I understand because I don’t have it either.’ As he passed through the cars on this day with hat in hand collecting spare change something welled up inside me. Sonny had always been ‘my panhandler’ who I would always make sure I contributed to. But today was different.  I watched Sonny carefully. Always with the ever present smile on his face and his ‘God Bless You’ to anyone who smiled at him or helped him out as the train chugged onward. Instead of going onto the next car Sonny rode all the way to my subway stop in Brooklyn and got off. This was highly unusual. My inner voice told me to make sure he was ok. Just that morning, I had made a solemn promise to always listen to that voice when I heard it. So there was no way out – I HAD to take an action.

“I ran down the platform to talk to Sonny who was going the opposite direction. When I called his name he turned and smiled at me as if he’d known me all my life. I asked him if he had enough money to eat that night. He humbly said it would be ok, not to worry. But I knew that wasn’t the truth. I handed him a bill from my purse and asked him again if that was enough. His eyes lit up as he told me that he would be staying at a church that night and that not only was it enough to eat – it was enough for him to help someone else pay for their stay that night too. 

“He proceeded to tell me how grateful he was to have helpful people in his life and how blessed he was.  I was absolutely stunned. This man seemingly had nothing. But Sonny didn’t feel he didn’t have anything. In his mind he was rich and grateful. To share and celebrate his ‘success’ with someone else gave him so much joy.  It was in that moment that I realized that it is important to have gratitude for all things, even things that seem small and insignificant, and that we should never forget to express that gratitude.”


Our pilgrim forebears knew that as well.  I learned a new little detail this year about their first Thanksgiving celebration.  It seems that the passage from England and the first year of life in the Plymouth colony had been so difficult, with nearly half of the original party dying, that when they wished to mark the anniversary with a religious celebration, opinions were divided.  A large segment of the populace was advocating a day of mourning to remember the many relatives and friends whom they had lost.  Others argued that, despite the hardships and severe losses, it would be more fitting to observe a day of thanks.  We are here this morning because the latter group prevailed.  And so, before we gather at our family tables to celebrate and give thanks, we gather at the Lord’s table of thanks and praise.  Happy Thanksgiving to you and yours.
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