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           Do you ever watch that TV show that opens with the theme song:  “You must remember 

this, a kiss is still a kiss, a sigh is just a sigh…”  The show is called, of course, “As time goes by”?  

It’s premise?  A love letter gone astray in wartime means Jean and Lionel, the lovers, never 

married when they were young.  But they meet up again years and years later to fall in love 

once more. 

 Love letters.  Some never get written.  Some get lost in the mail.  But some reach the 

beloved at a time when the words mean so much.  They may arrive in dark times, times of war, 

separation, loss, illness, fear of death.  And they can make all the difference. 

 What are the Scriptures but hundreds of love letters addressed to God’s beloved 

people, Israel, our ancestors in faith?  Week by week we have the chance to eavesdrop on 

these lovers and to take heart, especially in hard times.  It’s as if all these writers are saying to 

us, “You must remember this:  you are beloved.” 

 The writer of Deuteronomy describes the joy of a journey’s end, piling up those images 

of abundance.  This vision of plenty comes in stark contrast to Israel’s forty years of hardship 

after leaving behind their lives of slavery in Egypt.  Always hunger and thirst chased the people 

as they trekked through desert and wilderness, facing hostile armies, seeking the home God 

had promised.  Manna and quails and water from a rock God provided, a miraculous but spare 

diet.   

 It was the promise of plenty that drew them on until they stood by the Jordan River, 

ready to cross over into their own land.  This is the land the writer of Deuteronomy lovingly 

describes as, “a good land, a land with flowing streams…a land of wheat and barley, of vines 

and fig trees…olives and honey…bread without scarcity.”  It’s a love letter that speaks of 

promises, of God’s promise to care for the people, to be faithful to Israel alone.  And then it’s as 

if the writer says, like that theme song from Casablanca, “You must remember this.”  

Remember the Lord your God.  Do not exalt yourself and say, my power and the might of my 

own hand have gotten me this wealth.”  All this is promised because of God’s ancient covenant 

with Israel, a gift that invites a response:  that is, the keeping of the law, especially the one to 

love God alone.   

 There’s an exclusivity to this love between God and people, one that transcends all the 

hardship, the wrong-headedness, even the betrayals that will follow in Israel’s history.  Yet even 

exile in Babylon, even the years of returning and having to rebuild, would not extinguish the 

flame of that love of God for Israel.  It’s as if God sends a love letter to a broken, hopeless 

people that says , “I will never forget you.  I have carved you on the palm of my hand.  Every 

hair on your head is counted.  My right hand will hold you fast.”  And the people cling to this 

love letter, learning to treasure it even more during dark times, and opening their hearts in 

response, in thanksgiving. 
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 What is Psalm 65 but a love poem, a letter from God’s people to their beloved God.  

Again, this letter piles up images.  It is a cornucopia of praise and thanksgiving, unsparing in its 

gratitude to the one who crowns the year with bounty, with goodness.  We’re allowed to 

eavesdrop on an intimacy between God and Israel, between God and creation.  We remember 

the bond between Creator and creatures that cannot be broken.  This love song almost begs to 

be quoted in our own love songs to Creator God.  All these years later, it gives us words and 

images, as today in our opening prayer.  How could we express our love for God more 

eloquently than to say, “You make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy”? 

 You might be surprised to hear Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth described as a love 

letter.  But underneath the crankiness Paul sometimes expresses – and it’s a good thing Paul 

didn’t have twitter – you hear that Paul and the Corinthian church have a history together.  This 

is not some fly-by-night romance! 

 There is a plea here for the people to trust Paul.  He begs them, “Make room in your 

hearts for us; we have wronged no one, we have corrupted no one,” he writes.  The reader may 

remember what dark days these were in the Roman Empire.  There was widespread unrest, 

even warfare, and famine stalked the land.  And what Paul is begging the Corinthians church to 

do, in spite of their own difficulties, is to contribute money for the relief of poor Christians in 

Jerusalem who desperately need help.  By contributing, the church will demonstrate its 

generosity and its thanksgiving.  He writes, “You will be enriched in every way for your great 

generosity, which will produce thanksgiving to God through us.”  What a love letter, urging 

more and deeper love. 

 The gospel reading about Jesus and the ten lepers is a healing story.   Is not any story of 

healing like a love letter to us in the grip of COVID-19?   Thanksgiving dinner is going to feel 

pretty lonely this year for many of us.  In September, our Papky-Briskin bubble burst.  Four of 

our grandkids attend three different schools.  We feel the safest route for Thanksgiving is 

dinner for two, ordered in.  But with the numbers of infected rising and hospitals filling up and 

one million dead worldwide, we all wonder what the future holds.  Like so many, we long for 

healing, not only for the body but for the spirit too; not just for individuals but for whole 

communities.  A love story could be medicine. 

 The first thing to say about the illness Luke calls “leprosy” is that it’s not what today 

would be diagnosed as leprosy or Hansen’s Disease.  “Leprosy” in the Scriptures seems to be a 

catch-all word for diseases of the skin.  This isn’t a medical story Luke is writing, though.  People 

didn’t exclude these ten sufferers because they feared contagion.  Rather, they feared pollution 

or uncleanness.  They feared contact with people deemed unclean and therefore wholly unfit to 

worship the holy God of Israel.  Way back in Leviticus, it was decreed that persons with obvious 

skin sores and afflictions had to be shunned as unclean.  In a group oriented society like Israel, 

says the theologian John Pilch, “such excommunication is devastating.  It is the equivalent of a 

death sentence.”   
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 Small wonder, then, that these so-called lepers have to devise a strategy for returning to 

their community.  They encounter Jesus, of whom they have heard, outside a village as he is on 

his way to Jerusalem.  They keep their distance from this holy man and beg him, “Jesus, Master, 

have mercy on us!”  They ask for his pity, his compassion.  Maybe what they seek is not even 

cleansing but just, as Pilch suggests, “Human compassion and momentary fellowship”; the 

loving bonds of community.  Pilch suggests it may even have been their “strategy to see if Jesus 

would practice what he preached and show them the mercy or compassion withheld by 

others.”   

 Jesus did not fail to meet their expectations.  It is love that heals these excluded ones, 

the love of God, for which Jesus is a sort of broker.  They came to Jesus, “believing he could 

help in some way – even if only to show compassion – and that faith proved effective for all of 

them.”  Luke says they were made clean, meaning they could now be restored to family and 

community. 

 Notice it is the Samaritan alone who returns to give thanks.  He had been doubly 

excluded.  Samaritans had been long before cut off from Israel because of their worship 

practices.  This Samaritan, also cut off from his community as one unclean, has now been made 

clean by love. 

 I have one more love letter to share with you.  This one comes to us from Germany in 

the 1600’s.  It’s a love poem, really.  A hymn.  The writer was Martin Rinkart.  He came to live 

and minister in the walled town of Eilenburg on the eve of the Thirty Years War in 1618.  It was 

a terrible war in which millions died all over Europe, most from disease or starvation.  Refugees 

poured into the walled town of Eilenburg for food and safety.  Then, the Great Plague struck.  

And after that came famine.  Kind of puts COVID-19 into perspective, doesn’t it?    Rinkart, the 

only minister in the town, performed more than 4,000 funerals the year the plague arrived, 

including his own wife’s funeral. 

 What kind of poem did he write?  A lament?  An elegy?  No.  He wrote a hymn of praise 

and thanksgiving.  You know the one:  “Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands and 

voices…the one eternal God, whom heaven and earth adore, for thus it was, is now, and shall 

be evermore.”  What a love letter to our Beloved God; to our bounteous God; to the One who 

sends countless gifts of love and still is ours today.  Amen. 
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Holy God of Love, on this Thanksgiving Day we have much for which to be thankful. 

For our ancestors in faith and for their stories, preserved in the Scriptures, to guide us on our 

way; for your tender compassion that watches over us when we wander and forget; for your 

desire always to carry us home, we give you thanks. 

For your inestimable gift of Jesus Christ who endured the losses we all suffer from, who even at 

his death spoke words of love, who in his risen life is ever near us, we give you thanks. 

For your wisdom that has placed us in communities where loyalty and love are shown, where 

we live a wider, deeper life than we would ever have known on our own, we are very thankful. 

We remember before you, Holy Healer, those grieve, as Gini does at the death of her friend, 

Jim.  We pray your comfort for Jim’s family and friends. 

We pray for our brother, Ray, and for our sister, Martina, who both suffer ill health and cannot 

join us here in worship.  May they not be discouraged.  May they know your healing presence, 

Gracious God. 

We remember those who stay at home during this pandemic, feeling isolated and afraid of 

getting sick.  May they know nothing can separate them from your love through Christ Jesus. 

We pray for those whose families need help to get through these hard times.  Open our ears to 

hear their cries for justice, their pleas for compassion.   

As we sit down to eat our Thanksgiving meal, may we not mourn our losses but rejoice in what 

we have:  one another; community; hopes that soon healing will come.  Be with us then, as we 

rebuild and restore what has been broken.  And may your justice, your peace, like an ever-

flowing stream, carry us home to you, now and forever.  Amen. 

 

 

Dismissal and Blessing:  You must remember this in the days ahead:  you are beloved.  And as 

you go forth, the grace of Christ attend you, the love of God surround you, the Holy Spirit keep 

you, this day and forever more.  Amen. 


