Where are the other nine?

12 As he was entering a village, ten lepers met (him). They stood at a distance from him 13 and raised their voice, saying, "Jesus, Master! Have pity on us!" 14 And when he saw them, he said, "Go show yourselves to the priests." As they were going they were cleansed. 15 And one of them, realizing he had been healed, returned, glorifying God in a loud voice; 16 and he fell at the feet of Jesus and thanked him. He was a Samaritan. 17 Jesus said in reply, "Ten were cleansed, were they not? Where are the other nine? 18 Has none but this foreigner returned to give thanks to God?" [Luke 17]

This is one of the Gospels that the Church offers us, here in the United States, for proclamation on our secular holiday known as Thanksgiving Day. As a nation we set aside one special day for giving thanks to God, and Scripture also directs us, as we read in the book of Psalms, that we are to offer a Thanksgiving sacrifice of praise. The virtue of giving thanks is truly a profound one for the disciple of Jesus Christ. Indeed it is intrinsic to our Catholic faith, whose source and summit, as Vatican II so clearly states, is the Eucharistic Sacrifice. The very word ‘Eucharist’ comes from a Greek word meaning ‘thanksgiving.’ 

The Church strongly urges us always and everywhere to give thanks to God but especially after we have participated in the holy sacrifice of the Mass. In different ways the priests and faithful people of God have imparted to others the importance of giving thanks after Mass. In a recent conversation someone related to me that they recall when they were young, before Vatican II, the parish priest used to invite the people to join the "two-minute club"—in other words, to join the people who remained after Mass for just a few moments to give thanks to Almighty God for the tremendous privilege of participating in the unbloody sacrifice of Calvary and of receiving the body and blood of our Savior Jesus Christ.

My first recollection of people giving thanks after Communion came even before I had received the holy Eucharist for the first time.  I recall very vividly that when my mother would return to the pew after receiving Holy Communion she would lower her head and cover her face with her hands to minimize distraction as she gave thanks.  On one such occasion, when I was about three or four, unable to contain my curiosity any longer, I pried open her fingers and whispered in her ear, “Why are you crying?” I still recall the smile that crept across her face!  Reaching out her arms to embrace me, she whispered back, "I am not crying, but thanking God for the privilege of receiving him."  Later on when I had grown a bit and was now old enough to receive communion myself, my mother, the Catholic parent in the family, instructed us always to kneel down after Mass for a few moments and give thanks to God for the profound mystery that we had just experienced.

Many years later, when I was serving in a country parish near my home, my mother would frequently attend Mass, quite often sitting in the first or second pew from the front since she was fairly disabled with arthritis. When the Mass was ended and I had retired to the sacristy, the people began to leave the church, and naturally many of them stopped to greet her, but if they began a lengthy conversation my mother would smile and quietly say, "If you will please afford me a few minutes to give thanks, I'll be happy to meet with you outside."

In the passage quoted above, our Savior Jesus Christ teaches us the attitude of gratitude.  We see that there were ten individuals who were cured of leprosy or perhaps some malady of the skin. Such illnesses prevented a person from participating fully in the community's activity and worship. This isolation must have caused tremendous loneliness; it is understandable, therefore, how excited they all were when they were healed. One can just imagine their conversation as they were traveling to see the priest in order to be declared clean and to be admitted once more into the community. We learn from the Gospel of Luke that one of them realized that he was cured, in other words the profound mystery of healing penetrated the depth of his mind and heart. This awesome awareness led him to detach himself from the others and return to the source of his healing, Jesus Christ. As he gave thanks to the divine physician, our Savior was heard to ask, “Were there not ten? Is there only one that comes back to give thanks?”  St. Luke and the early church understood clearly the teaching of our Savior, reminding us that we must always have this attitude of thanksgiving in our hearts, especially and precisely because we are the recipients of such a great mystery in the most holy Eucharist.

Like the lepers who were healed, we too want to enter fully into community life and would find separation from those we love a terribly lonely and isolating experience. Family and friendship are precious gifts from God, and to spend time with each other is also such a gift. Yet like the leper who returned to give thanks, we too, before socializing with others or participating in the activities and demands of life, should spend a little time, no matter how small, entering into the quiet room that our Lord speaks of, and there, face to face with our God, profess our love and thanksgiving.  

The Apostle of the Eucharist, St. Peter Eymard, founder of the Blessed Sacrament community, said of the time after Holy Communion: 

The most solemn moments of your life are those spent in thanksgiving, when the King of heaven and earth, your Savior and your judge, is yours, fully and inclined to grant you all you ask. Having received Jesus and enthroned Him in your heart, remain quiet for a moment, not praying in words but resting in silent adoration; like Zacheus and Magdalen, prostrate yourself in spirit with the most holy Virgin at the feet of Jesus; contemplate Him, filled with wonder at the sight of His love.

Though it is true that we may occasionally have something pressing that we must attend to immediately and therefore be unable to even spend two or three minutes in thanksgiving, nevertheless we should seize those moments whenever possible. Time is our most precious commodity, and the opportunity to give back to God the precious gift he gave us should be seized whenever possible after Mass. At that very moment we are so close to the profound Paschal mystery, a mystery even beyond our comprehension, that we need right then to expand our hearts and souls to the grace that has lavishly been poured out upon us and to give thanks to God with a sincere and humble heart. During the Easter Triduum we have a special opportunity on Holy Thursday to reflect on the gift of the Holy Body and Blood of Our Lord and to spend time throughout the evening in adoration of our loving Savior. After processing with the Eucharist to the altar of repose, we are invited to remain in adoration or to take some time away and then return to worship in the presence of our Lord. 

Not just on Holy Thursday, but throughout this holy season of Lent let us reflect on the great privilege it is for each one of us to stand once again with the Virgin Mary and St. John on Calvary, participating in the passion and death of our Lord Jesus and in his most glorious resurrection during the holy sacrifice of the Mass. Let us resolve always to give thanks for this great privilege as we receive the body and blood of the Lord, and let us strive whenever humanly possible to spend a few minutes in prayer after Mass, thanking the good Lord for his tremendous gifts.

We may offer our gratitude wordlessly or in our own words, or we may use words given to us by the Church. The missal, the sacred book used at the celebration of Mass, provides several prayers of thanksgiving that may be prayed after Mass. Let us here reflect on two of these prayers, one by Saint Thomas Aquinas, and the other a prayer to the Virgin Mary.

THANKSGIVING AFTER MASS

Prayer of St. Thomas Aquinas

Lord, Father all-powerful ever-living God, I thank you, for even though I am a sinner, your unprofitable servant, not because of my worth but in the kindness of your mercy, you have fed me with the precious body and blood of your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. I pray that this holy communion may not bring me condemnation and punishment but forgiveness and salvation. May it be a helmet of faith and a shield of good will. May it purify me of evil ways and put an end to my evil passions. May it bring me charity and patience, humility and obedience, and growth in the power to do good.  May it be my strong defense against all my enemies, visible and invisible, and the perfect calming of all my evil impulses, bodily and spiritual. May it unite me more closely to you, the one true God, and lead me safely through death to everlasting happiness with you. And I pray that you will lead me, a sinner, to the banquet where you, with your Son and Holy Spirit, are true and perfect light, total fulfillment, everlasting joy, gladness without end, and perfect happiness to your saints.  Grant this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Prayer to the Virgin Mary

Mary, holy virgin mother, I have received your Son, Jesus Christ. With love you became his mother, gave birth to him, nursed him, and helped him grow to manhood. With love I return him to you, to hold once more, to love with all your heart, and to offer to the Holy Trinity as our supreme act of worship for your honor and for the good of all your pilgrim brothers and sisters.

Mother, ask God to forgive my sins and to help me serve him more faithfully. Keep me true to Christ until death and let me come to praise him with you forever and ever. Amen.

