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 Fifteen years ago, I made an unforgettable trip to Alaska.  Before I arrived, 

what I knew of the state came mainly from watching “Northern Exposure” on 

television.  I knew, for example, that they had lots of snow and glaciers and moose, 

but I was completely unprepared for exactly how beautiful Alaska is.  One day I 

was driving down Alaska Highway 1 south from Anchorage toward Seward.  The 

highway traces the coastline of the Turnagain Arm – so named because the British 

explorer Captain Cook had to turn his boat around to get out of the inlet.  Along 

the roadside, the Alaska Highway department had conveniently placed parking 

areas marked by pictures of cameras – undoubtedly because so many tourists were 

stopping by the roadside to take pictures that they wanted to provide a safe place 

for us.  I stopped at the first of these parking areas and was treated to a magnificent 

view of snow-capped mountains rising from a forest of evergreens and other trees 

in stunning fall colors above small, low-lying clouds.  The entire vista was 

reflected in the azure blue water of the Turnagain Arm.  It was spectacular.  I got 

back on the road and saw another parking area not a quarter of a mile from the 

first.  From there I could see yet another mountain and an even larger expanse of 

water.  About a mile later was another such stop – this time with a more colorful 

view of the fall foliage.  I soon realized that there were countless such stops along 

Alaska Highway 1 – each offering a view unbelievably more spectacular than the 

last.  I could not possibly stop at each or I would never arrive at my destination – 

and the memory card of my camera would have been filled after only about five 

miles! 

 

 In the gospel today, Jesus meets ten lepers on the outskirts of town.  

Remember that in ancient Palestine lepers were outcasts from society who had to 

live away from family and friends – isolated and alone.  With great courage and 

with great faith, these lepers ask Jesus for his compassion.  Instructed to wash 

themselves, they go off and are cured.  Yet only one – a Samaritan – returns to 

offer his thanks to Jesus.  That seems unbelievable to us.  How could anyone be so 

ungrateful?  They were given back their very life – surely they could take the time 

to give thanks!  Going back to thank Jesus would have been our first priority.  Oh, 

really.  Isolated from our loved ones for years, perhaps we would have rushed into 

town for a tearful reunion with our spouse, our children, our parents.  Feeling clean 

for the first time in years, maybe we’d have first gone shopping – looking for 

something to wear that wasn’t beggar’s rags.  Maybe we couldn’t believe our own 

eyes and wanted to go first to a physician to make sure that we had, indeed, been 



cured.  Any number of things could have occupied our minds at that remarkable 

moment when we were made clean – and returning to give thanks may have fallen 

a bit on our list of priorities. 

 

 The story of the lepers is, in many ways, our story.  We are the Samaritan.  

We return to give thanks to God for his many blessings.  Yet we are also the other 

nine – it is not that we are ungrateful for God’s gifts – it is just that we sometimes 

have other priorities and giving thanks slips our mind.  The ratio in today’s gospel 

is probably pretty accurate.  We remember to thank God, I suggest, for only about 

1 in 10 of his gifts.  The rest just slip by unnoticed – we take them for granted or 

we just don’t have time to appreciate them.  Our life is like that road I traveled in 

Alaska.  There was just too much beauty – too many spectacular vistas to take in.  

We do not stop to appreciate all of them.  God’s gifts are the same way.  There are 

just too many of them – our life, our faith, our family, our friends, the beauty of the 

earth and glory of the Gospel.  How can we possibly give thanks for them all? 

 

 The danger, of course, is not that we will forget to give thanks for a gift or 

two – God understands our human limitations.  The danger is that we will throw up 

our hands and fail to express our gratitude at all.  Sooner or later, our failure to say 

“Thank you” means that we lose sight of our need to be grateful.  We will begin to 

see our gifts from God as entitlements – we earned and deserve them, we tell 

ourselves.  Rather than being grateful, we become greedy, embittered and 

complaining.  We see not our gifts, but those of everyone else – and we are 

envious.  Why didn’t I get that – we complain.  We list not our blessings but our 

perceived slights and snubs.  We lose our perspective and forget that every breath, 

every sunrise, every smile is a gift from God.  We don’t have to travel along the 

magnificent highways of Alaska to remember that God has blessed us with 

spectacular beauty – though it certainly helps.  Even in our ordinary hum-drum 

lives, even in the dust and clutter of our home or in the hectic pace of our 

workplace, even among the tensions of our family or the troubles reported in the 

news, God pours out his love upon us.  Will our eyes be opened enough to 

recognize his love?  Will we be humble enough to be grateful? 


