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I do so enjoy a Trollope. Barchester Towers is my favourite, for it is this novel that 
introduces us to the very definition of obsequiousness that was the Reverend 
Obadiah Slope, Chaplain to the Lord Bishop of Barchester. Happily, todays epistle 
was the text chosen by Mr Slope for his first sermon in Barchester cathedral. 
Trollope gives us a wonderful account of how it went: 
 

He chose for his text a verse from the precepts addressed by St. Paul to 
Timothy, as to the conduct necessary in a spiritual pastor and guide, and it was 
immediately evident that the good clergy of Barchester were to have a lesson. 
    "Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to 
be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth." . . . He was listened to with 
breathless attention and not without considerable surprise. . . Mr. Slope . . . 
went on to explain how the word of truth should be divided; and here he took 
a rather narrow view of the question and fetched his arguments from afar. Had 
St. Paul spoken of rightly pronouncing, instead of rightly dividing the word of 
truth, this part of his sermon would have been more to the purpose, but the 
preacher's immediate object was to preach Mr. Slope's doctrine, and not St. 
Paul's, and he contrived to give the necessary twist to the text with some skill.1 

 
Now that biting criticism - that the doctrine preached was not that of St Paul, but 
that of Mr Slope – that criticism strikes fear (or certainly should strike fear) into the 
heart of every preacher. What we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 
says St Paul to the Corinthians.2 This text is inspired, 2 Timothy goes on to say in 
Chapter 3, God-breathed.3 And where the breath of God is concerned, we need to 
be on our guard, on our mettle, and on message, as the spin doctors like to say. For 
God’s breath is the Spirit, and the Spirit comes to set us free, to fill us with divine 
power, to sweep through the church with the burning fire of divine love.  
 
That Spirit, that power, is the only gift which can truly be said to keep on giving. For 
it is the gift of the Giver himself. God, as the wonderful American Franciscan Richard 
Rohr says, God’s main problem is how to give away God!4 Human beings find that 
hard to understand. So we don’t accept the gift. If we did, every church would be 
full to bursting. It would never occur to you to do anything else on a Sunday, other 
than be here to be thankful for the Gift.  
                                                           
1 Trollope, Barchester Towers (World Classics edn.) (Oxford: OUP 1953, reprint 1980), 50. 
2 2 Corinthians 4.5 
3 2 Timothy 3.16 
4 Rohr, Things Hidden: Scripture as Spirituality (London: SPCK 2016), 31. 



But don’t beat yourself up about it (though rediscovering the importance of Sunday 
worship is crucial for the life of our community, not to mention your spiritual health 
– but that is another sermon). Those who encountered the Gift in Jesus Christ didn’t 
get that right either. 
 
Hence we have todays Gospel – only Luke tells us this story, and it is beautifully told, 
shrouded in mystery, edgy, perplexing, deceptively simple, massively important. 
 
Edgy – Jesus is on the edge, the borderlands, travelling between Samaria and 
Galilee. As he was going into a village – note that, caught in motion, on the edge, at 
the borders, neither in one place nor another, ten men met him with leprosy. To 
quote one commentator: ‘The Law could do nothing for the leper; it could only 
protect the rest of the community against him . . . according to the rabbis, the 
healing of leprosy was ‘as difficult as the raising of the dead’’. 5 Interesting 
comment. Note how the lepers stand at a distance – why, are they worried about 
contaminating him? Are they being respectful? How do they know who he is? They 

shout his name ‘Jesus’, and even add ‘Master’, s, a word used only in 
Luke. They don’t ask for healing, mind – they ask for pity. That could have been 
money, but we’re in the mists, remember, on the edge, the borderlands. It’s all a bit 
weird. Jesus touched the leper in Luke 5 and healed him. This time there is no touch, 
just a command. Go, show yourselves to the priests. And as they went, they were 
cleansed. Now the job of the priests is to say whether or not you’re in or out, 
whether or not you can be part of the life of the community, and that includes, of 
course, the full observance of religion. 
 

But which religion? Judaism you might cry. Well, perhaps. But hold on. We’re in the 

borderlands, on the edge, we’re between Samaria and Galilee. We’re not told what 

village we’re on the edge of. And we’re left to wonder what priests Jesus has told 

the ten to go and show themselves to. Samaritans, don’t forget, are not just some 

version of Jewish Methodism – this is a different religion: Mount Gerizim, 

not Jerusalem, is the one true sanctuary chosen by Israel's God; at the end of days, 

the dead will be resurrected by the Taheb, a figure like the Messiah; they have 

a significantly different version of the Ten Commandments (for example, their 10th 

commandment is about the sanctity of Mount Gerizim). And, crucially for this 

parable, the priests are the interpreters of the law and the keepers of tradition. Go, 

show yourselves to the priests, said Jesus. If it was a Samaritan village, were they 

Samaritan priests? If it was, and they were, Jesus’ actions send a shockwave through 

our attitude to interfaith relations.  

                                                           
5 Nineham, The Gospel of St Mark, (Penguin 1963), 86. 
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It gets juicier by far. Look again at what happens next. One of them – just one – sees 

that he has been healed. Look closely. Sees. When he saw that he was healed . . . 

the word there is , and this is the word that used to be translated in old 

versions of the Bible as ‘Lo’ or ‘Behold’, or even ‘Lo AND Behold’. He beholds he is 

healed. Behold is the word you use when God is present. This is a Samaritan, Jesus is 

a Jew, he has already called him Master, and this one does to Jesus what you only 

do to God: he falls on his face, and he gives thanks: .  

Jesus asks: where are the others? Seems unfair – he didn’t ask them to come back – 

he told them to go to the priests? But look at verse 18 ‘was no-one found to return 

and give praise to God – but it’s Jesus he gave praise to! – except this foreigner (a 

weird word, s, the only place in the entire Bible where it appears. Mists, 

edge, borderlands, so seemingly obvious at first, so deliciously complicated when 

you look closely – when you look, and behold. The Samaritan demonstrates that 

Jesus is God: the foreigner recognizes the truth, and Jesus confirms, by his words, 

what the foreigner has seen, and believed. The foreigner beholds both the Gift and 

the Giver.  

 

This story, like so many others in scripture, turns our assumptions on their head. Our 

assumptions about people, about nationhood, about who is in and who is out. It is a 

political story, as well as a spiritual story, and it deserves your re-reading, your 

prayerful study, your deep reflection. I sincerely hope that you will. Having recently 

rediscovered the wonderful remark of Ionesco that ‘overexplanation separates us 

from astonishment’,6 I’m going to leave it there, save for one final comment: 

It is on the edge, in the borderlands, that human life is lived. Our human experience 

is, one writer has claimed, a knife edge.7 How good then to discover that it is on the 

edge, in the borderlands, that we encounter both the Giver, and the Gift. 

 
 
 

                                                           
6 Eugene Ionesco, 1931-94 
7 Rosemary Haughton, The Knife Edge of Experience (DLT: London 1972) 


