Let Us Give Thanks
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Yesterday the Orthodox Church marked the Sunday of the Ten Lepers, the story in Luke 17:12-19, where ten lepers seek healing from Jesus, and where only one of them returns to thank Him.  The significance of this story for those who engage with the prayer of stillness is to underline not so much what we do in our prayer time, but rather the attitude with which we approach it.
In the story, the contrast between the nine who are healed and then just disappear, and the one who returns to give thanks, could not be starker.  The nine are healed in body but the one who returns is healed in body and soul.  The nine take for granted the divine blessing.  God is far from their thoughts.  The one who returns glorifies God, and humbles himself before God the Son in an outpouring of thanksgiving.
In the Divine Liturgy, in response to the priest’s invitation, ‘Let us give thanks to the Lord our God’, the Orthodox faithful bow their heads as a sign that they are acknowledging both the sovereignty and the loving kindness of the God who in Christ has died and has risen again for them.
Some of the Holy Fathers make a direct link between giving thanks to God and confessing our sins to Him.  St Maximos the Confessor, writing in the 7th century says: We use the term confession both for the grateful appreciation of the blessings we have received through divine favour, and for the admission of the evil actions of which we are guilty.  Both forms produce humility.  For he who thanks God for blessings and he who examines himself for his offences are both humbled.

In the early days of my life in Christ I was taught that prayer could be summed up by the word ACTS – standing for Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, Supplication.  In the story about the leper this sequence is more a less reversed.  First, the leper asks Jesus for healing.  Then he thanks Him in his heart that he is cured.  Then this drives him to fall down on his face before Jesus in worship.  This act of humility is a celebration of the sovereignty of God the Son.  He knows full well and duly acknowledges both God’s place and his own place in the created order.

It is all too easy for us to take divine blessings for granted.  We are often tempted to focus on our problems and concerns, and, like the nine lepers, to overlook the multiple ways in which God sustains and supports us.  Maybe sometimes we bring those problems and concerns with us when we begin our prayer of stillness.  I certainly do.  To combat this, I begin and end my time of prayer with this Orthodox exhortation: O come, let us worship God our King.  O come, let us worship and fall down before Christ our King and our God.  O come, let us worship and fall down before the very Christ our King and our God.  In order to grow in His love, we need to begin our prayer of stillness with a concentration on all that His love has done for us, is doing for us, and on what He promises it will do for us in eternity.

We enter the silence with St Paul’s words to the Thessalonians:
Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, in everything give thanks,                                                                               for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.

We leave the silence with words from St Kallistos and St Ignatios of the 14th century:
Give thanks with all your soul and mind to our loving, compassionate and all-wise God,                                     who in His boundless mercy has granted us to sail smoothly across the sea of the previous night                      and to behold the bright dawn of the coming day. 
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