
28th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

The Healing of Ten Lepers 

Gospel of St. Luke 17:11-19 

 Anti-Catholicism has a powerful and ugly history in the United States, especially in New England, and 

particularly in Maine. Many native-born Americans feared Catholic immigrants as more loyal to a foreign 

potentate, namely the Pope and this would undermine democracy and erode freedoms Americans enjoyed. In 

Maine, these immigrants hailed primarily from Ireland, Italy, Poland and Quebec. 

In the 19th Century when anti-Catholicism was rapidly ascending, employment ads in Boston 

newspapers frequently ended with the capital letters NINA. The letters stood for “No Irish Need Apply.” When 

Catholic churches were being built in Maine, Catholic men would take turns guarding the construction projects 

from arson and other violence. Catholic churches in Lewiston and Bath were indeed burned by arsonists.  

In the 1920’s, the Ku Klux Klan recruited over 15,000 members in Maine, and a large KKK chapter was 

located in Portland. In 1923, a Klan-sponsored referendum in Portland structured city government in such a 

way as to dilute the power of Catholic neighborhoods on the city’s peninsula. In 1924, Klan members gathered 

in Portland for the opening of their official state headquarters on Forest Ave. 

The Klan infiltrated Maine’s Republican Party and sponsored their own candidates in state elections. 

Many old-guard Republicans vigorously fought the Klan, among them was Portland’s own Governor Percival 

Baxter who in 1922 called the Klan, “an insult and an affront to American citizens” and said “I believe Maine 

people prefer the light of day to deeds of darkness.” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ku_Klux_Klan_in_Maine) 

Early in the 1950’s, shortly after their marriage, my parents purchased a plot of land in Gorham with 

the possibility of raising their family there, but later decided to remain in Portland. Needing to sell the land, 

my dad asked fellow workers at the factory if anyone was interested in purchasing it. One worker said, “I live 

in Gorham, Jim, and I can get buyers for you.” A few days later, several calls came to our house to purchase 

the land, and my parents sold it to one of the callers.  

Later at work, my dad asked the fellow, “What did you do to get so many interested?” He responded, 

“Simple, I spread a rumor that the Catholic bishop was looking to build a Catholic church here and this plot of 

land was important to his plans.” This is the power of fear, irrational fear based on distorted elements of truth. 

Such irrational fear eventually becomes hysteria resulting in ridicule, rejection, and ultimately violence. 

In the gospel, ten lepers await Jesus as he enters a village. The lepers keep their distance as legislated 

by law, so as not to contaminate anyone else. Nine lepers are Jewish and one is Samaritan. With all suffering 

with leprosy, the disease unites them in spite of their religious differences. The lepers have their own 

community based on their common disease, and their common experience of rejection and scorn. They are all 

nobodies forced together to live in forgotten spaces. Jesus heals all ten and calls them to a new community 

based on new life created by his merciful love. Jesus, as a Jewish man, healing a Samaritan should have been a 

startling and earth shaking occurrence requiring a new response, a better way of living community.  

Sending them to the Temple proved impossible for one of the lepers. This one suffered from a social 

leprosy as well as a physical leprosy. This one, the Samaritan, would be unwelcomed in the Jewish Temple, 

unwelcomed in Jewish villages, and unwelcomed in Jewish homes. The community ties he once had with the 

other nine is now gone. The other nine, returning to “what was,” have no regard for him now.  

The nine can now return to their original sources of welcome and acceptance. They can now return to 

their families, villages, religious practices and normal way of life. But happiness is only “what was,” a return to 
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a former way of life. This is not the new way of life that Jesus has given them. Jesus healed all ten. The nine did 

not consider the healed Samaritan as a new sign of divine love requiring changes in attitude toward all 

Samaritans.  

They all knew Jesus was Jewish and something was special about him, otherwise they would not have 

waited for him at the village entrance. But a Jewish religious leader healing a Samaritan seemed to have made 

no significant impact on the nine.  

The Samaritan can also return to his village, family and religious traditions. But he decides not to live 

the way he did. The Samaritan healed of physical leprosy also recognizes Jesus has healed him of social 

leprosy. Even though the Samaritan was considered a pariah, Jesus welcomes him to share the new life of the 

Kingdom of God. The Samaritan’s awareness of being healed brings him to the feet of Jesus embracing a new 

life in Christ.  Gratitude from his awareness has changed everything for him. 

Society seems to forever need a “fall guy,” usually a class of people blamed for everyone else’s 

problems or capable of ruining the good life everyone else has. For the people of Jesus’ time, Jews and 

Samaritans chose each other as the “scapegoat” for their problems. For many 19th and 20th Century 

Americans, it was Catholics and also, very often, the Jews.  

“Fall guys” and scapegoats have been prominent targets on both sides of the presidential election this 

year. Such tactics serve to generate more fear and less community. Many unfounded or discredited 

accusations have taken American politics to new lows, and lowered the bar of decency and acceptable 

standards of political discourse. This is a profound moral issue needing to be addressed as such. 

This issue crosses party lines. I was pleased to read former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg 

deploring demagoguery in both political parties. In his own words, “For Republicans, its Mexicans here illegally 

and Muslims, and for Democrats, it’s the wealthy and Wall Street. The truth is, we cannot solve the problems 

we face by blaming anyone.” (New York Times, May 1, 2016) 

You have already heard my concerns regarding the scapegoating of refugees and asylees. Hearing 

“Wall Street” continually condemned has also disturbed me. What is “Wall Street”? Is it the New York Stock 

Exchange, the banks, the law firms, what? For certain, the 2008 financial crisis was manipulated by many who 

worked on Wall Street, causing disaster and hardship for millions of people. But not everyone working on Wall 

Street was responsible.  

Remember, when the huge financial firms collapsed, tens of thousands working on Wall Street lost 

their jobs which also cost them their livelihoods, their houses, and their peace of mind. They were not 

involved in any illegal activities resulting in the financial collapse. Rather, they were working hard providing 

businesses and companies with capital needed to continue operating. 

Earlier in the Republican presidential primaries, Republican Congressional leaders Sen. Mitch 

McConnell and House Speaker Paul Ryan both expressed strong dismay at the racist tones present in some of 

their party debates and endorsements. They both spoke passionately about the Republican Party’s open doors 

to all people who share their core values. Good for them! Has their example found an echo in our state or in 

other political parties? 

Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker Movement following the Great Depression of the 1920’s were 

committed in their own words to “rebuilding a new society from within the shell of the old one.” Emerging 

from the great recession of 2008 requires a similar objective. Those responsible for violating trust or pillaging 



the treasuries must be held accountable. But that can never be an excuse for contributing to or condoning 

discourse that promotes the “blame game” or exposes whole groups of people to ridicule and even violence.  

We need to listen to the many voices of our political life and discern what is good even if we are in 

disagreement and reject what is divisive even if in agreement with goals that are worthy. But before we 

decide who to welcome and who to reject, we should first remember our own history as Catholics in the 

United States and the fear generated among many convinced of our malicious motives. We must avoid at all 

costs the attitude of the nine lepers who can’t see new opportunities to discard old prejudices and divisions. 

Over a year ago, Pope Francis addressed the Joint Session of Congress in the US House of 

Representatives. He pointedly addressed these issues clearly. The homily concludes with the Pope’s words.  

“But there is another temptation which we must especially guard against: the simplistic reductionism 

which sees only good or evil; or, if you will, the righteous and sinners.  

“The contemporary world, with its open wounds which affect so many of our brothers and sisters, 

demands that we confront every form of polarization which would divide it into these two camps. We know 

that in the attempt to be freed of the enemy without, we can be tempted to feed the enemy within. To 

imitate the hatred and violence of tyrants and murderers is the best way to take their place. That is something 

which you, as a people, reject. 

“Our response must instead be one of hope and healing, of peace and justice. We are asked to 

summon the courage and the intelligence to resolve today’s many geopolitical and economic crises…Let us 

treat others with the same passion and compassion with which we want to be treated. Let us seek for others 

the same possibilities which we seek for ourselves. Let us help others to grow, as we would like to be helped 

ourselves.  

“In a word, if we want security, let us give security; if we want life, let us give life; if we want 

opportunities, let us provide opportunities. The yardstick we use for others will be the yardstick which time 

will use for us.”  


