
CALVIN 18

GRATITUDE from a FOREIGNER
Could none be found to come back and give praise to God except this foreigner? Luke
17:18

Scripture to me is a never-ending source of interpretation of present events in
the light of God’s dealing with humans in the past. If we ignore this source of
understanding we are inevitably thrown back on letting the facts explain
themselves without the benefit of the larger context, thereby narrowing and
even jeopardizing the truth of the matter. We will certainly overestimate the
unstable character of the present day welter of events overwhelming us, unless
we insist on the larger context.

And so last Sunday’s lesson of the parable of the tough employer led me to
interpret the recent events in New York and the underlying motivation of the
terrorists blowing up these skyscrapers. My argument was, as you may
remember, that God’s order and authority separate us from man’s fickleness and
disorder. I also argued that our link of faith with God should not lead us to
mistake misplaced militancy for total obedience and that neither Christians nor
Muslims should fall in the trap of assuming that we know God’s mind and can
fully fathom God’s blueprint for existence. My conclusion was that in following
Christ we might avoid that mistake.

The question then arises as to whether the enormous progress made in our
technical and scientific knowledge and the sophistication of the weapons of
mass-destruction in just one century does not nullify the reliance on God’s word
as the deepest and most sophisticated source of interpretation. After all when
the Bible was written it was quite impossible and even unimaginable for humans
to visualize the events of the beginning of the third millennium.

My answer is that God’s word can only be inadequately understood because of
our being enveloped in a particular historical situation, but that yet there is a
constancy and eternity in each situation that transcends that situation and
therefore allows us to have a more comprehensive, though relatively inadequate
interpretation of those events.

In the car on the way home last week my wife and I were discussing the structure
of the sermon as it expressed those convictions and she wondered whether I
was not paying too much attention to Calvin in my recent sermons. Didn’t he
live in an era entirely different from our own? My reply was that all of us, St
Paul and Calvin included, could not avoid being the children of our time, but
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that they also invariably revealed a glimpse (and usually more than a glimpse)
of the will of God.

This time the sermon theme is based on gratitude in the verses of Luke 17:11-19.
What does it say? Jesus is travelling ‘through the borderland of Samaria and
Galilee (Luke 17:11)’, where he is met by ten men with leprosy. He heals all of
them, but only one of them (who also happen to be from Samaria and therefore
a foreigner) returns to thank Jesus and praise God for being cured.

In Christ’s mind faith and gratitude belong together. They both rely on the
existence of God as the author and creator of order out of chaos as we discovered
last week. To the believer order in pure form is not to be found in himself or in
his society or culture. Here it is always mixed with forms of disorder, or ‘sin’
in a narrower sense. Under ‘disorder’ we can categorize such events as natural
disasters or disease, whereas sin is a narrower kind of disorder. It is confined to
our social relations where it means ‘whatever leads to disrupting those relations.’

Yet in God order in pure form does exist. He is above the vale of tears. He dwells,
as the Bible tells us (Matthew 6:20) in heaven, where neither moth nor rust can
corrupt. It is from this vantage point that chaos can be overcome, that
re-orientation can take place and a blueprint for order (in Calvin’s vocabulary
‘predestination’) for survival of the human race can be established. The link of
faith or commitment to God’s design is a sine qua non, a prerequisite. Obedience
and gratitude are major elements in this faith relationship and therefore Jesus
links them together in his praise of the Samaritan who came back to thank him
for his cure.

Being ungrateful or not meeting obligations and expectations is one way of
disrupting social relations. Good social relations in turn are necessary for the
proper running of a society. The Bible often calls bad social relations ‘sin’ and
good social relations ‘salvation.’ Under the category of bad social relations the
Bible has for instance the proscriptions of the Ten Commandments and the deadly
sins of pride, covetousness, lust, anger, envy, gluttony and sloth. By good social
relations we often understand altruism rather than selfishness, humility rather
than arrogance, understanding rather than self-conceit, love rather than hatred,
giving rather than receiving, self-restraint rather than self-indulgence.

We can also put this differently: good social relations can contribute to the
common good, or the solidarity of one’s community. Bad social relations usually
disrupt a sense of belonging. When the Bible speaks about ‘salvation’, or
wholeness, it often associates that with whatever builds up social cohesion and
‘sin’ when disorder or disruption is evident.

When the Bible says that God has created, and will continue to create, order out
of chaos, there is a close correspondence with God encouraging whatever
contributes to a healthy, well-oiled community. And conversely God discourages
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whatever takes away from the common good. Through faith in God we in turn
contribute to the store of values and norms that consolidate a sense of belonging.
In God all these expectations are summed up and personalized and through faith,
if everything goes well, they are in turn internalized in our behaviour.

One of the problems of modern society is that patterns have been changing from
one generation to the next. And this change is not just local but global. The
children of my nieces and nephews in the Netherlands as well as our
grandchildren in Canada, the USA and Australia are all carefully raised as little
individuals with whom one reasons about all these norms and values mentioned
above. Much time is taken by their parents to consciously instil in their offspring
the set of attitudes leading to doing well at school, in sport and in their peer
group. They usually say that certain kinds of behaviour are ‘not acceptable’
rather than wrong.

In our generation, however, discipline, rote learning and straight superimposition
of these norms and values were more prominent, although love, affection and
understanding were not less important. There is a subtle shift from the social to
the self, from society orientation to individualism. Yet this point should not be
misunderstood. ‘Unacceptable behaviour’ is nearly always behaviour that disrupts
social or family relations.

All this is an introduction to understanding our text for today. Jesus expects
gratitude, and rightfully so. After all, being rid of this crippling disease and the
awful separation it caused from other citizens meant enormous change for all
ten lepers. Yet nine of the ten took all this as a stroke of good luck that had come
their way and for which they did not owe anybody any thanks. In other words
the self was more central to them than Jesus or God.

By contrast Jesus felt that their healing should have been properly recognized
as a gift from God whom they therefore should have praised. Physical integrity
had won out over social obligation. The norm of gratitude was ignored to the
detriment of the common good. The basic animal instinct of physical survival
and health improvement had overcome their weaker sense of communal
expectations and humbleness before God.

It is this contrast between the physical integrity innate in the self versus the
loyalty to that which is beyond the self that is so prominent in the New
Testament. St Paul again and again contrasts the ‘flesh’ as he calls it, (it is actually
another word for the strong innate instinct for ‘physical integrity’) with the
spiritual or loyalty to God and His Kingdom. Praising God in the Bible has
precedence over concern for the body.

This is, of course, also Calvin’s view. In the Institutes of the Christian Religion
(III xx 28) he has a long section about thankfulness. To him thankfulness is a
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prerequisite in all prayers. It should be incorporated together with the prayers
of adoration, supplication and intercession in all our communications with God.

What is his argument? It is the duty of believers to glorify and praise God, he
says. ‘God never ceases loading us with favour upon favour, so as to force us to
gratitude, however slow and sluggish we may be.’ This recognition should also
give us a sense of guilt as He provides us with far more than we either deserve
or can hope to get. (In parenthesis, it is again remarkable how closely this meshes
with the enormous advantage in human history it has been for humans to learn
to deny their physical integrity for the sake of a more robust social solidarity).

And if we don’t like the cards existence has dealt us (and there is much pain,
disorder, grief, disappointment and adversity) we still must remember God’s
love for us that will sustain and strengthen us. And this in itself is much cause
for celebration and thankfulness.

To Calvin: ‘God is the author of all good.’ He curses those who confide only in
themselves and disregard His will. ‘We have no right to use the benefits
proceeding from his liberality, unless we assiduously praise and thank Him.’
God’s kindness must also lead us to love Him although ‘under the influence of
moroseness, weariness, impatience, bitter grief, and fear we may murmur in our
prayers.’

The mention of ‘moroseness’ in Calvin’s observation made me think of his own
poor personal health. He suffered from many ailments and just before he died
in Geneva in 1565 at the relatively young age of 55 people described him as a
walking corpse. Yet his indomitable spirit, enormous intelligence, his clear logical
way of expressing himself, his unsurpassed learnedness stayed with him right
until the very end.

Yet our text has more to say. It also mentions the foreigner, a Samaritan, who
proved to be more thankful than the natives who took Jesus for granted. There
is a lesson for us here too. Like them we take so much for granted that we forget
to be grateful. We behave as though ‘the favours’, as Calvin called them, are not
only our well-deserved patrimony, but inalienable rights.

We forget that almost anything that we are proud of is owed to previous
generations. If we are proud of such diverse things as our freedom as well as
our standard of living or our improved health record, we generally forget that
we owe it entirely not to our personal contribution but to ancestors who fought
for that freedom or to individuals who in the past built up the wealth of the
nations, or denied themselves the consumption of their savings, but turned it
into capital, or to inventors whose formidable minds discovered how to
strengthen our immunity to disease.

Once you start making a list of what we owe to our culture, our society, our
religious upbringing, the values of responsibility, reliability, kindness to others,

114

CALVIN FOR THE THIRD MILLENNIUM



instilled in us by our parents, our schools, our churches, the colossal list almost
obliterates the incredible smallness of our individual contribution. Hopefully
we feel obliged to pass these advantages to the next generations, but even here
there is much room for more gratitude.

Just look around you in this church. Its impressive architecture, its stainedglass
windows, the solemnity of its interior, the quality of its furniture, the inspiring
music our organ produces, they are all the gifts of previous generations who
could have selfishly used their hard-earned money for trips abroad or to extend
their real estate or share-holdings rather than build this church.

And once we are embarked on listing our incredible dependence on others in
the past or in the present, we should not forget the opportunities which have
come our way, none of which are the result of our own doing or achievement.
All of them are the result of the kind of society built for us in the past.

Where would you or I be if the free market economy, our democratic political
institutions, our long established academic insistence on objectivity had not
been sustained by past generations?

Let us just take one issue, as it is rather opportune in this season of both local
and federal elections: our democratic institutions. There are still nations ruled
by dictatorships or one-party monopolies outlawing opposition. In those countries
religion is nearly always pressed into serving those in power. We may be alarmed
at some of the unseemly smear tactics in yesterday’s paper. Yet we are so much
better off than fellow human beings in other countries where human rights are
trampled and freedom of expression and religion don’t exist.

Absolute power corrupts absolutely, whether it is in our political, economic,
scientific, or any other system. Corruption anywhere is of course one of the
destructive elements of human existence so well dramatized in the age-old story
of the fall in Genesis 3. It has not only survived the rise and fall of civilizations,
but is as relevant today as it has ever been. Our immense technical progress has
in no way eclipsed the truth of Genesis 3, another item to be profoundly grateful
for.

Our God is a just God (Deuteronomy 32:4) and therefore He utterly condemns
abuse and corruption. That is one of the many ways that He creates order out
of potential chaos. It also means that He is the God of all nations (Psalm 66:7,
the Old Testament reading for today we did not use), whether he is called Jehovah
by Jews, or God by Christians or Allah by Muslims.

Global justice cannot prevail if there is no universal penalty that can be
implemented for injustices perpetrated by rogue nations. God and the Biblical
traditions have time and again been used for reinforcing segmental identities,
whether national, ethnic, or personal. This could remain unchallenged because
often there are no arbiters or arbitrating institutions for these identities.
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Fortunately this is changing now. The International Court of Justice in The
Hague seems to have much more power than it had in the first half of the
twentieth century. And the United Nations has also more clout than The League
of Nations ever possessed.

All these developments, institutions and organizations transcending the local,
ethnic and national identities make the monopolization of religion for their
exclusive legitimation less likely. This is certainly to me an important item to
be profoundly grateful for. The granting of the Nobel Peace Price yesterday to
both the United Nations and its secretary Kofi Annan is a significant step in the
right direction.

Yet there are other items on my long list of things transcending the narrow
interest of my physical integrity often summed up in God. Can you imagine how
bare and futile our lives would have been, and still are, without love,
understanding, empathy, friendship, respect and fellowship of others? These
too are summed up in God’s being and as such remembered as ‘eternal’, ‘sacred’
and ‘ever present.’ All these have enriched our lives and made living an
undeservedly pleasant experience.

I say ‘undeserved’ because the opposing elements, such as anger, suspicion,
envy, arrogance, hatred, selfishness etc. have just as often marred those relations.
Satan never seems to be far away when God lifts us above self-sufficiency and
self-love.

There is one part of our text we have ignored so far. Jesus asks ‘Could none be
found to come back and give praise to God except this foreigner?’ The implication
is that the native Israelites took Jesus and his cure for granted and that only the
foreigner from Samaria came back to praise God and thereby raised himself
beyond self-satisfaction with his good luck. Jesus therefore praises him for his
faith (Luke 17:19).

Jesus draws attention to the whole-making, or salvation by faith, not being
confined to the nation of Israel. To him God’s blueprint included other nations
as well. He actually challenged his own nation to broaden their outlook by using
the Samaritans as examples of charity (the famous parable of the Good Samaritan)
and superior spirituality as in today’s reading of Luke 17:11-19.

Israel was no exception to the general rule that foreigners can both disrupt a
culture and contribute to its welfare through innovative and rational procedures.
In Latin ‘hostis’ could mean both stranger and enemy. Yet in both China and
Italy in earlier times only outsiders could be employed as officials and judges
because of their greater objectivity.

All this is relevant as well for Australia with its large foreign-born population.
On the one hand our faith requires us to be hospitable to strangers (Leviticus
19:33, 34 or 1 Peter 4:9), yet on the other hand it also insists on the unity of the
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nation under God. This means that indeed multiculturalism, an understanding
and welcoming of foreigners is part of the Judaic, Christian and Islamic tradition.
Yet it also means that once they are settled, immigrants are under obligation to
fit with the ways of acting and reacting in their adopted country. It also means
that unrestricted entrance of newcomers, refugees and asylum seekers runs the
risk of jeopardizing the unity of the nation once the capacity of absorption has
been exceeded.

We can learn from this passage of Luke that our gratitude for the large numbers
of favours provided by God should be expressed continually, if only to keep a
perspective on the large contribution previous generations have made and on
the smallness of ours. It has also taught us that foreigners may help us to take
our identity less for granted and therefore deepen our sense of gratitude for
God’s free gifts.
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