Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7

1These are the words of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the remaining elders among the exiles, and to the priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. 4Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 5Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. 6Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. 7But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 

Luke 17:11-19

11On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee. 12As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping their distance, 13they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 14When he saw them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were made clean. 15Then one of them, when he saw that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. 16He prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. And he was a Samaritan. 17Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where are they? 18Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” 19Then he said to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well.” 

How Do You Recognize God When You See Him?
To explain the title of this sermon, look at verse 18 of today’s gospel reading: “Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” All ten lepers were cured on their way to see the priests, as Jesus had instructed them to do. Nine of them continued to show themselves to the priests and be declared “clean” so that they could get on with their life, but one, who happened to be a foreigner, was moved to return and say “thank you” and to fall prostrate before Jesus and give thanks to God. Why did this one foreigner, this stranger in the land of the Jews, return and praise God? 

There’s a clue in our Old Testament lesson from the prophet Jeremiah. God had warned the Israelites again and again and again that unless they welcome the stranger and care for the poor, the widow, and the orphan, tragedy will befall them all. Well guess what? They failed to welcome the stranger, to care for the poor, the widow, and the orphan, and so tragedy befell them. King Nebuchadnezzar’s army took over Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple of their God, and took anyone who was of any use to Babylon as captives. Thus those who had failed to welcome the stranger became the stranger. Those who had oppressed the poor, the widow, and the orphan became the poor, the widow, and the orphan. The shoe was on the other foot. 
But God was not simply giving us a lesson on poetic justice here. He wasn’t just punishing the Jews for their transgressions. God had plans for them. He didn’t promise to save them. He didn’t tell them to be patient and hold their own and avoid being contaminated by the evils of Babylon, that soon he would end their plight and bring them home. Instead God says, “Buy houses. Take wives. Plant gardens. Work for the good of Babylon. In fact, I want you to pray for Babylon.” This must have rubbed more than a few of the Israelites the wrong way. They’re thinking, “This is our enemy who has taken us into captivity. How can we serve them willingly? How can we pray for the good of their city, a city dedicated to a foreign god and inhabited by pagans? Why would God instruct us to do this? Well by telling them to make themselves at home among the Babylonians, by telling them to work for the good of the Babylonians, God is making it clear that he is not simply the god of one people or one place; God is the God of all people and all places. God is telling the exiles to treat those who you consider your enemy as friends, because they are God’s children as much as the Israelites are God’s children. And God doesn’t need to dwell in a temple or in the land of Israel to be the God of the Israelites. The prophet Isaiah communicates the same message, saying that God will draw all people unto himself. 

And how will God do this? With an army? By restoring the nation of Israel and building up her military, and sending them to conquer to world “in the name of God”? Quite the contrary, God reveals himself to others not by muscle but from a position of weakness. His “chosen” people are now a conquered people, strangers, many orphans and poor. But through their service to their conquerors, through their prayers for their conquerors, God will reveal his own nature to them. And by instructing his people to pray for Babylonia God is showing his chosen people that the people of Babylon are no less loved than the people of Israel. 

Which brings us back to today’s gospel reading. Jesus, who has a knack for venturing over to the wrong side of the tracks, who rubs shoulders with some pretty shady characters, is traipsing along the border of Galilee and Samaria, home of the despised Samaritans, “strangers,” “foreigners” with a corrupted religion, when he happens to run across ten “lepers,” people so unclean that they were banished from the villages and forced to keep a safe distance from anyone. And Jesus is indiscriminate in his ministry; he heals the sick regardless of their nationality or religion. He is a God of all, and he doesn’t distinguish between insiders and outsiders. He knows that all people need to experience God’s love, his healing; there are none who have a greater claim than others to that love. 
Jesus approaches us all as a stranger himself, strange to this world, fully God yet fully man. He acts in the ways of the Father, which are foreign to us, to our nature. He is treated as an outsider by the leaders of the Jews, arrested, condemned, and marched away from the holy Temple of God to die a shameful death outside the city walls. 
And Jesus approaches us from a position of weakness, of humility. He is the king who serves us rather than demanding that we serve him. He is the conqueror who never carries a sword. He is the crucified one, who speaks words of grace, of forgiveness, not vengeance. The all-powerful God of the universe takes on weakness in the flesh and saves us not by destroying others but by dying himself.
And while God is the God of all peoples, who are the people who recognize him with greatest clarity? The stranger. The weak. The poor. It is the most vulnerable, those who are used to being treated with scorn, who are used to being neglected, who appreciate the healing hand of the savior. While it is the nature of man to dominate those who are the most vulnerable, the Son of Man comes to liberate. This Samaritan leper, who knew the depth of suffering, who stood on the brink of hopelessness, recognized from whence his salvation came, from the messiah, the Christ, the one who is the very nature of the God who hears the cry of the needy.

Is it any surprise that as the mainline church declines in the nations of the rich and powerful that it grows by leaps and bounds in weak and impoverished lands where people are most neglected and oppressed? Is it any surprise that when we feel our weakest, when we feel like the stranger, the outsider, when we feel the poorest and at a point of greatest despair, that we come to know Christ’s presence?  It is the poor and the stranger who come to Jesus, and who, when healed, fall prostrate at his feet. Those are the ones who recognize that the God who himself suffers, who is himself the stranger, the poor, the oppressed is the one who stands in their midst.

And so how are we, my friends, to respond to this message? I think we must see ourselves as the strangers. As Christians in a secular world, we need to serve those around us, particularly the weak, the stranger, the vulnerable. 
