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"On Our Way Rejoicing"
Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7 & Luke 17:11-19

It was in the third year of study and preparation for ministry that I was required to do some "field work" out in the community away from the seminary campus.  I had already served as an intern in a  youth ministry program for a United Methodist Church in Berkeley, California.  I had also spent time during one session of study riding alongside a Berkeley police officer out on night patrol and one evening walking the streets of the red light district of San Francisco with a Lutheran pastor from 11:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m.

The work with young people was filled with its challenges and rewards.  The nights spent with the police officer and the street minister were at once both exhilarating and exhausting.
Now it was time for me to spend days and nights serving as an intern in a chaplaincy program.  The chaplaincy programs varied.  One could serve as a chaplain in law enforcement or in an educational setting or in a hospital setting.

I decided to serve as an intern at what was then known as the Pacific Presbyterian Medical Center in San Francisco.  The medical center's patients were those with cardio-pulmonary and respiratory illnesses.  

The year was 1978.  There were five interns in the program; three of us were there for two and a half months; the other two were there for a year and their work included time spent with infants and children in the pediatric oncology unit of the hospital.  Our work was restricted to the "heart and lung" patients.

The overall experience felt much like the night spent on the streets of Berkeley and San Francisco.  There were days when I felt exhausted and exhilarated at the same time.

I want to tell you about a day that wore me out.  Our task as chaplains was to visit patients throughout the hospital.  We were instructed to walk in, introduce ourselves, and learn to become good listeners.  

At the end of each week we would gather for what we called "verbatims."  It was a time for us to check in with each other, to hear about our visits, and to assess each other’s work.  The verbatims were very, very difficult.  It was not a time for anyone to be nice or polite.  

Given the situation we were in what was required was brutal honesty and so we found ourselves confronting one another time and time again.  But the day that wore me out did not occur in our group session but on a visit with one of the patients.

I walked into her room, sat down next to her bedside and said, "Hello."  I introduced myself by name and let her know that I was the chaplain.  I asked the question we were all trained to ask, "How are you doing?"

Without hesitation she asked, "Are you a Christian?"  

"Yes," I replied.

"Well," she said, "I'm a Christian."

She then told me about how her daughter was in another hospital and that they were both about to undergo surgery in a day or two.  She talked about her son who served in Viet Nam and about how he was not well.  She talked about another son who had killed himself.  She said that their trailer home had recently burned down to the ground.

I wondered how it was that anyone could be faced with so many difficulties all at once.  It was good, I surmised, that she was able to rely on her faith to sustain her through all of her difficulties.

And then she asked, "Are you a Chinaman (sic)?"

Needless to say I was stunned.  I answered, "I'm not Chinese.  I'm Hawaiian, Portuguese, Japanese."

It seemed she wasn't quite sure what to make of what I had just said because she continued by asking, "You ever see a Chinaman (sic) marry anything but a Chinaman (sic)?"

Having been born and raised in Hawaiÿi and having Pake relatives myself I answered, "Yes, I have."

And just when I thought she would continue talking about those who were Chinese she looked at me and acknowledged what I had just said but in a devastating way.  "Well, you know the Bible says that God did not intend for the races to mix."

I was so angry about what she just said I wanted to jump up out the chair I was sitting in and say and do a few inappropriate things.  Then I remembered that my role as a chaplain was to learn to become a good listener.  I don't know what led her to believe the things that she believed.  But she was there as a patient and I was there as a chaplain. 

It was not the time to have a discussion about race relations in the United States.  In the moments that followed I grew quieter and quieter and found myself shutting down.  I began to feel less and less empathy for the woman who seemed to have raise questions about my very existence.

I was reminded by the other chaplains when we met that week that it would have been enough for me to say, "I don't agree with you."  But I did not have the presence of mind at the time to even say that.

What troubled me about the day was how we manage as human beings to continue to place others who are different from ourselves outside of the church and on the margins of our society.  That is the dilemma Jesus faced as he was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee centuries ago.

Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke features a Samaritan.  In Jesus' day the Samaritans honored the holy traditions of the Hebrew Scriptures.  They were descendants of those who lived in the Northern Kingdom of Israel but centered their worship and faith at Mt. Gerizim rather than Jerusalem.  The Jews regarded the Samaritans as a people foreign to themselves even though they shared a common heritage.  

The story begins when the ten "who had leprosy" (Luke 17:12, New International Version) approached him.  When he saw them he sent them to the priest to be declared clean and whole.  Such an action was necessary for them to be accepted back into the life of the community (Leviticus 14:23).

On the way they are healed.  Among the ten was a Samaritan who turned back and while praising God, he fell before Jesus' feet and thanked him.

It is then that Jesus asked, "Were not ten made clean?  But the other nine, where are they?  Was none of them found to return to give praise to God except this foreigner?"  (Luke 17:17-18

In the end the story from our reading cautions us not to define the ten who approached Jesus by their disease, but by their humanity, especially those whom others identify as foreigners.  In our reading from The Book of Jeremiah it is the people of God who find themselves exiled in a foreign land.  They are held captive by the Babylonians, those whom they despise as their enemies.

If the account in Jeremiah is to make any sense to us we cannot ignore the political situation in which the people of the Southern Kingdom of Judah found themselves.  As a result of war the city of Jerusalem fell in 597 B.C.E..  King Jehoiachim and the leading citizens of the city were exiled to Babylon or what we now know as Iraq.  

Jeremiah's letter is addressed to the leaders of the community who find themselves in a foreign land.  Like other prophets before him, we expect Jeremiah to offer a word concerning the future, either of judgment or salvation.  Jeremiah touches upon this but the news is not good.  The exile will not be brief.  Instead it will last for seventy years (Jeremiah 29:10).

But at the heart of his letter Jeremiah also announces the good news that God will return them to the land promised to their ancestors.  Until then they are to build houses and live in them; to plant gardens and eat what they produce; to marry and have children and to raise their families.  

Their hated enemies are not to be despised.  Instead they are to be lifted up in their prayers to God.  

It may seem odd for us to juxtapose the reading from Jeremiah with the reading from Luke.  While both are rooted in different historical and political circumstances both are also rooted in the behavior and attitudes we harbor towards those who are different from ourselves.  By seeking the welfare of Babylonians or those whom we may view as foreigners, Jeremiah makes clear to those in exile that we will secure our own welfare.

When Jesus sought to bring healing and wholeness to the ten who had leprosy it was not simply a blessing for the Samaritan but it became a blessing for Jesus when the Samaritan returned to give thanks to him.  

We may speak of foreigners and enemies.  We may speak of strangers and aliens in our midst.  We may wish to turn them all away.  But we are called to respond to others in the same way that Jeremiah responded to the Babylonians and Jesus responded to the Samaritan.


Whether we encounter one another on city streets or in hospital rooms, may we encounter God’s grace and healing in unexpected ways.  And having done so may we go on our way rejoicing in God’s gracious and healing presence amid all the circumstances of our lives.  

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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