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In the last week there has been a lot of “chatter” on the Internet about who God is. A

religious knowledge survey on pewforum.org has been circulating. One of our children

sent it to us via Facebook. What was most interesting to me was the fact that Atheists and

agnostics, Jews and Mormons are among the highest-scoring groups – outperforming

evangelical Protestants, mainline Protestants and Catholics on questions about the core

teachings, history, and leading figures of major world religions. But how would Canadian

Anglicans score, I wondered. What do we know about God?

In Luke’s Gospel we learn much about who God is. And in the reading about the ten

lepers who were healed we learn that they know who Jesus was. They called Jesus

Master. While all ten acknowledged Jesus as God, only one, a “Samaritan” (v. 16), a

“foreigner” (v. 18), gave thanks to him (v. 16). Interestingly, the only leper who was

entirely healed was the outsider. The alien was the only one who was made whole. The

nine who were also healed of their disease were not healed in their hearts for they did not

turn around and thank Jesus, even though they knew who he was for they had recognized

him as God. Scholars believe that the other nine lepers who were bodily healed were

Jews. So we are to believe these Israelites were not entirely healed. Only the Samaritan,

the one that the Jews despised, was truly healed. To the Jews, Samaritans were

considered unclean and were despised, both because of their ancestry (they had mixed

blood, being the descendants of Jews left behind during the Exile and of Gentiles whom

the Assyrians resettled in Israel) and because they had their own temple and a variant

version of the Scriptures. The Samaritan worshiped God differently. Do we Christians

feel the same today about those who worship differently from us?



The New Testament Greek word for healing bears with it the idea of rescue from

impending destruction or from superior powers. The Samaritan alone was rescued, was

saved. Earlier in Luke the cleansing of lepers was revealed to be a sign of the coming of

God’s Kingdom (7:27). The word used for thank has connotations of proclaiming God’s

forgiveness. The Greek word used is eucharistein (V. 16). We call the Eucharistic prayer

The Great Thanksgiving. But Jesus had not yet instituted the Lord’s Supper, so the word

Eucharist had not taken on an exclusively liturgical meaning.

Luke’s Gospel is notably different from Matthew and Mark. Through Jesus’s teaching

and his living, Luke tells us more about God's love for the poor, the disadvantaged,

minorities, outcasts, sinners and leper. Luke tells us much about who God is. I wonder if

we studied Luke’s Gospel, would we score better on the pewforum’s survey?

The Samaritan “saw that he was healed” (v. 17:15). He saw; he understood what had

happened to him. He knew that he had found God. My brothers and sisters, that is what

made all the difference to the Samaritan. And I suggest that is what sets us apart from

those who may have scored well on the pewforum survey. The Samaritan experienced a

conversion. He came to know God that day on the road.

The Atheists and agnostics, Jews and Mormons may know more about God, my

friends, but I dare say that we know God. And there is a huge difference in knowing

about something and knowing that something intimately. I want to make the distinction

clear here. Knowing more about God is a good thing, but I believe it takes knowing God

to change our hearts, to change who we are in relation to the world. And we, my friends,

get to know God more and more in our prayers, in our fellowship with others who know

God, and most particularly in the breaking of the bread at communion.

Eric Metaxas related a story about someone who knows God in one of his many

books, this one entitled Everything You ALWAYS Wanted to Know About God (but were

afraid to ask). July 20, 1969, Neal Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin landed in the Sea of

Tranquility and became the first humans to walk on the Moon. We all remember Neal



Armstrong’s words when they took their first steps on the lunar surface: “That’s one

small step for [a] man, one giant leap for mankind.” But only a few minutes after landing

on the moon, Buzz Aldrin made the following public statement: "This is the [Lunar

Module] pilot. I'd like to take this opportunity to ask every person listening in, whoever

and wherever they may be, to pause for a moment and contemplate the events of the past

few hours and to give thanks in his or her own way." He then ended radio communication

and there, on the silent surface of the moon, 250,000 miles from home, he read a verse

from the Gospel of John, and he took communion. He was an elder at his Presbyterian

Church in Texas, and he knew that the mission to the moon was likely to be an historical

event, so he asked his minister to help him. The pastor at his church consecrated a

communion wafer and a small vial of communion wine, and he took the holy food with

him to the moon. This is Buzz Aldrin’s account of what happened:

"In the radio blackout, I opened the little plastic packages which contained the
bread and the wine. I poured the wine into the chalice our church had given me. In
the one-sixth gravity of the moon, the wine slowly curled and gracefully came up
the side of the cup. Then I read the Scripture, 'I am the vine, you are the branches.
Whosoever abides in me will bring forth much fruit. Apart from me you can do
nothing.'
I had intended to read my communion passage back to earth, but at the last
minute [the folks back in Houston] had requested that I not do this. NASA was
already embroiled in a legal battle with [an American atheist activist and] …
over the Apollo 8 crew reading from Genesis while orbiting the moon at
Christmas. I agreed reluctantly. I ate the tiny Host and swallowed the wine. I
gave thanks for the intelligence and spirit that had brought two young pilots to
the Sea of Tranquility.”

In 2009 Buzz Aldrin wrote in his book, Magnificent Desolation:
Landing on the moon is not quite the same thing as arriving at Grandmother's
for Thanksgiving. You don't hop out of the lunar module the moment the engine
stops and yell, "We're here! We're here!"

No, it took the astronauts hours to prepare for their walk on the moon. Even though

they had been through rigorous training, it was hard for them to remain calm. So Buzz



Aldrin used this time to spiritually prepare for the walk on the moon with communion. In

thinking back to his experience of partaking in a holy meal on the moon, he believes that

although it was a very meaningful experience to him personally because of his beliefs in

God, how he knows and experiences God, he says that communion is a Christian

sacrament. He said Apollo 11 “had come to the moon in the name of all mankind — be

they Christians, Jews, Muslims, animists, agnostics, or atheists.”

But I am thankful that he did eat and drink holy food on the moon. True healing –

being made whole – comes about through Jesus , for us just as it did for the Samaritan

leper. We Christians – along the Jews and the Muslims and the agnostics and atheists –

all of God’s people – come to know about God and have the potential to fully know God

through Jesus the Christ. God’s salvation through Jesus is for all people.

When we arrive at the door of those we love this Thanksgiving and call our “We’re

here! We’re here!” the table may well be set with interesting dishes from the varied

customs we all bring with us to table from all over the world. Even Jim’s traditional

southern pecan pie might join that diversity. Together we will be giving thanks to God.

Just like the Samaritan leper will acknowledge the one from whom all gifts come,

especially the one who gave us salvation. The bounty of the harvest meal we will share

with those we love is not so unlike the meal we will share at the Lord’s table, the same

meal Buzz Aldrin ate on the moon. And it is meant to be shared with all of God’s people

so that all may come to know God, not just know about God.


