Luke 17:11-19

Today you get treat...the secret of happiness as taught by Jesus...though it’s not
really a secret is it!?

I have a painting of the “ten lepers” by James Christensen. It depicts 9 men, now
clean, moving in a throng out of the picture on the left... while one guy stands
back...not looking at his hands...but back over his shoulder right. The men
realizing they are all now clean are laughing and smiling, but he on the other hand
is thoughtful and still. Who has been changed... not in body only - but in heart.

When my kids were growing I made sure [ programed them with the secret of
happiness (more like joy...happiness can be circumstantial)...I told them if they
wanted to be happy in life they just needed to do three things: forgive, appreciate
and love...and if they did that... no matter what happened in life they would always
be happy...see that joy would now be inside themselves!

Now who here is happy? Anybody want to be happy!? I’m sure some of you have
read lots of self-help books or watched a bunch of You Tube videos...How many of
us look to outside pleasures to keep us happy?

Now sometimes these "guilty pleasures" are fine...but sometimes we do them to
stave off that empty feeling we all have deep inside us. In order to not feel hurt,
upset, depressed or empty, many people insulate themselves from the world and one
another...and then these habits become a way of life. Some of us when feeling a
little off may reach for a little drink, or a shopping trip, reality TV or a movie... or
maybe some chocolate. We all have ways to push that nagging empty feeling away
from us.

Now what if that bad day was literally your life? In ancient times to be a leper was
to be in every way you can imagine an outcast - In body, mind and spirit.

You were ostracized from your family, friends and neighbors...an outcast in your
own community and you were not only cut off from others, but you were also
literally cut off from your own body.



And to make it worse, the priests would pronounce you a leper because of
something you or your father did to offend God ...so it was all your fault somehow.

WOW — Imagine being that alone! The ultimate outsider trapped within one’s self.
How happy you think these folks were, they weren’t having a bad week...they were
having a bad life!

They cry out to God...and here comes Jesus. He addresses their leprosy and
reconnects them back to their community...and back to God. After Jesus heals
them how happy you think they are now? Jesus has taken them from being
completely alone to including them back into life and back into the community as
favored children of God once more.

Now here’s the rub, (and this a theme for Luke — what’s the new normal) what do
they do with this? They probably prayed their entire life to be healed and now they
were!

Maybe I can say it like this...how many of you have ever seen the roadrunner.
When I was young week after week I would watch as this coyote would try with all
his might to get that bird. And what is it with ACME; that stuff was garbage, you
would think after a while the coyote would change suppliers. Now imagine one day
he actually gets the bird. In the next scene, he is dining in pure happiness as his
life’s goal is realized...now imagine that coyote one week or one year from
then...how happy you think he is?

How many of you have worked really hard for something that you thought would
make you happy...if I could just get that promotion, that new car... whatever...
then you get it...but then it doesn't change anything! It’s depressing...cause the
thing that was supposed to make you happy and change your life didn’t do it!
See...WHEREVER YOU GO — THERE YOU ARE!

Wow...how screwed up is that! Do you all know what I’m talking about...that
empty pit deep inside you like an empty well which never seems to fill up! In our
culture folks always seem to be chasing the next big high...the next big thing...So
what is it that’s missing?!



The Samaritan gets it immediately! In order to be free and to be Happy the real
change has to take place on the inside. Looking outwardly for your happiness is
what God calls idol worship, putting stuff in place of God, as if worldly things can
make you happy by filling up that empty spot reserved for God alone...and you
know what?

You can even idle worship God! Here’s how you can tell the difference...If you
have an “if - then” and it’s outside you - it’s idol worship! If 1 get that car
everything will be fine, If the eagles win a championship, if we get that new
house...if I go to church every Sunday THEN X (if/then-X)...and what happens is
that you feel Happy for that moment... and then you find the craving and hunger
right back again. This is what an addict feels everyday of their lives.

In truth, nothing in this world can ever satiate that hunger... that need for something
more...that empty place at our center is reserved for God...we just keep trying to
fill 1t up with things of this world and it only works for a fleeting moment.

Notice how Jesus throughout all of scripture never cares for things that we value in

this world. All Jesus ever cares about is where our hearts are. And that’s where the
change needs to happen! Happiness begins with God...the lepers call out for Jesus

to have mercy on them. And Jesus releases them of their outward disease. Now for
the leper one can physically see the “sins” they carry with them. But for us our dis-
eases are usually hidden from view...in our shadows.

In fact, we all have unhealthy things inside us at times - our self-soothing habits,
our stresses, and our grudges...things we hold onto long after the person or incident
has moved on in our lives. Holding onto another’s perceived transgressions was
once described as drinking poison and hoping the other person would die. That’s
where forgiveness comes in.

The reality is...if we fill our center with toxins then it is only us who will be 1ll:
mentally, spiritually and yes even physically! Forgiveness or the act of letting
something go, allows room for us to allow God into that space. It makes the heart
clean and open. Forgiveness is more about us and less about the other.

Cause...guess what... WHEREVER YOU GO — WELL THERE YOU ARE!



Then there’s Appreciation...contentment with who you are and where you are...a
knowing that all is right with the universe at your center...what the eastern mystics
call enlightenment, or what Jews call Shalom...that peace which the things in this
world cannot give us. The Samaritan has this revelation and turns back with
gratitude. Cause when you change your heart...you also change your world!

One day, a father of a wealthy family took his son on a trip to the country...to show
his son how poor people live. They spent a couple of days on a farm of what would
be considered a very poor family. On their way back, the father asked his son, “So
how was the trip?”

“It was great, Dad.”

“Did you see how poor people live?” the father asked.

“Oh yeah,” said the son.

“So, tell me what did you learn from the trip?”” asked his father.

The boy said, “I saw that we have one dog and they had four. We have a pool that
takes up our garden, and they have a creek that has no end. We have lanterns in our
garden, and they have the stars at night. Our patio reaches to the front yard, and
they have the whole horizon. We have a small piece of land to live on, and they
have fields that go beyond our sight. We have servants who serve us, but they serve
others. We buy our food, but they grow theirs. We have walls around our property
to protect us; and their friends protect them.”

The dad was speechless...Then his son added, “Thanks, Dad, for showing me how
poor we are.” That’s sounds a lot like what my son Alex would say!

Appreciation is one way to seek contentment and that all elusive peace that seems
so elusive... That Shalom! When you are grateful, your heart opens the way to
Love, not love as we think about it...but love as our creator meant it...agape in
Greek 1s an openness and a connection with someone else...it’s not a feeling but
rather it’s a posture.

Agape is a non-judgmental detachment which allows our own prejudices to not
affect how we see the world and on another.



Like the dad who had prejudices which did not allow him to see the world and
others as God sees it. We have to remove our filters and see with our hearts... For
this love...agape...leads to kindness, compassion and connectedness with others.

So, Forgive, Appreciate, and Love...that’s the recipe for true happiness — the recipe
for joy!

And Jesus was inviting the 10 lepers to live into that reality. A state of mind, or
more accurately a state of heart...that is not dependent on the world or our
circumstances.

In the Gospel today the very next lines in Luke 17 (which we didn’t read this
morning)... Jesus tells the Pharisees that the kingdom of God is not a when or
where but rather it’s right here and now...it’s within you...and the way you
perceive the world through your heart, through God’s eyes, It’s not something to be
found out there in the world!

The kingdom of God is a perspective... a way of being at your center. It requires
forgiveness, appreciation and love to keep us open...and from this place...the
timeless gifts of God are experienced. That joy and peace which passes all
understating. To be in right relationship with God and our neighbor...including
those folks who you might not consider neighbors...like the hated Samaritans in
today’s Gospel.

We must experience the Spirit of God inside us to be connected and whole...and
the kingdom of God is not out there...it’s not in a formula or in a book, not in a
building or a relic - These are all just ways to educate, inform and to point us
towards the way, the truth, and the life.

So how many of you wish to be Happy...or a better expression might be...who
wants to be content and at peace at the core of your being? It’s really, really, easy
and it’s really, really, hard...but when you let God into that empty space inside
you...and you change your heart and then your whole life changes. It can really be
no other way! Once you begin seeing things from God’s point of view...well you
can’t unsee it.



Jesus tells the Samaritan your faith has made you well...believing and trusting in
God causes you to know that God 1s always right here with you. A heart of
Gratitude acknowledges God in your midst... including and especially during those
times you feel most separated from the world!

A few years back they studied the effects of Random Acts of kindness by
measuring happiness...now the amazing part is that when you measure happiness,
the recipient of the kindness is actually the least affected, while the person doing the
deed gets a large dose of happiness and get this ...if someone else is observing this
- they feel the same welling of happiness as the person who was doing the kindness!

WOW It takes scientists today to prove what Jesus was telling us for over 2000
years ago. I guess we can trust the creator of the universe to tell us how God made
things to work! So you see how Forgiveness, Appreciation, and Love then translate
into service to one another and in today’s Gospel the leper 1s the recipient of all
three: Forgiveness, Gratitude and Love all at the same time!

...and who’s observing this act of kindness from Jesus...well His disciples were,
and guess what — we’re still retelling these stories today! And soon we will pass on
these stories and secrets to these little ones...the next generation of disciples living
into and changing this world.

So may you all come to realize that we are all lepers in some way as we go through
this life...May you come to realize that true happiness comes from a transformation
that happens inside yourself...when we invite God into our lives and into our
hearts.

And that’s what we do here as a church community...we invite God to dwell within
us...and now we ask God to take up residence in the hearts of ........... and
..........to grant meaning, connection and love in their lives...for as new disciples
they will now grow to love and change this world!

FOR WHEREVER YOU GO - THERE ALSO IS GOD!
Your faithful servant,

carmen



