
October 6, 2019

Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ,

Our Gospel Lesson begins with Jesus’ disciples loudly and emphatically crying 
out: “Increase our faith!” They aren’t asking politely and respectfully: They’re 
virtually shouting, demanding, perhaps panicked: “Increase our faith!” To which 
Jesus replies: ‘If you had even a little faith, the size of a mustard seed, you could 
do miraculous things.  You could say to this mulberry tree (for example): Be 
uprooted and planted in the sea! And it would obey you.” Then Jesus goes on, in 
language a bit uncomfortable to us, to talk about the role and duty and status of 
slaves; slaves doing what they’re supposed to do.  

Many of our Bibles label chapters with “headlines” like: “Moses and the Burning 
Bush;” “The Story of the Prodigal Son;” “The Coming of the Holy Spirit.” These 
headlines are not, of course, part of the original text. But they summarize and 
prepare us for what we are to read. In my Bible, several of the chapters of the 
Gospel of Luke are identified simply as “Some Sayings of Jesus.” Sounds pretty 
bland, doesn’t it?  But the chapters and verses preceding today’s gospel lesson 
contain some of Jesus’ most profound and wise teachings. Some are straight-
forward in their inspiration and challenge. Others, in the form of parable, take us 
on twists and turns of mind and heart. The context of these teachings is 
meaningful. They come as Jesus, aware of how things will unfold, moves through 
some of the last days of his life. They contain some of his final words of revelation 
and challenge, counsel and encouragement. And in the verses just before today’s 
lesson, Jesus talks to his disciples, and, perhaps, to us, about concerns for the little 
ones of the world; about the ways we injure and sin against each other; about the 
call to forgive. He says: Even if someone sins against you seven times a day, and 
then repents of their sin, you must forgive them.”  Wow. After days of struggling to 
find the meaning of Jesus’ profound but sometimes otherworldly teaching; of 
seeking to understand his powerful but mind-bending parables; now his disciples 
were being told to forgive those who had done them wrong, caused them pain, hurt 
them deeply; to forgive those who have sinned against them; one of the greatest 
challenges of human experience. No wonder they virtually demanded of Jesus: 
“Increase our faith!” ‘You’re asking too much (they were saying). We’re not strong 
enough. We’re not good enough. We can’t do this alone. We don’t have the faith 
you do. Increase our faith!’ And don’t we feel much the same? You may read your 
Bible. You may remember the lessons of your religious education. And it’s usually 
much the same message: Follow Jesus. Walk in his way. Listen and respond to 
God’s call. Love your neighbor. Love your enemy. Feed the hungry.  Take in the 



stranger. Clothe those who have nothing to wear. Comfort the sick. Live your faith. 
Forgive. And it’s hard. It’s hard to live the life of faith to which Jesus calls us. It 
may be meaningful. It may be ‘life-changing’ and ‘soul-saving.’ It may draw us 
closer to God. It may make us whole. But it’s not easy. And we know that 
sometimes it seems too much. That sometimes we just know we lack the strength 
or courage or trust to act according to the values we profess; to walk in the way of 
Christ; to live in the way of love. And so, we might say with those first disciples: 
“Increase our faith! Grant us a greater measure of faith if we’re to live as you 
would have us live.” In response, Jesus shares a strange and vivid image: “If you 
had faith the size of a mustard seed (he says), you could tell this mulberry tree: ‘Be 
uprooted and planted in the sea and it would obey you.’”  The disciples wanted a 
diagram for getting from point A to point B, but they didn’t get one. Faith isn't a 
strategic plan for solving our problems. It’s not a system for understanding why 
things are the way they are. At the end of the day, faith isn't really about answers at 
all.  Faith is about trusting the God who is love. Faith is about being uplifted by 
Jesus, so that you know in your heart and soul that your life and his life and the life 
of the world are bound together. Once that happens, you see yourself and your 
neighbor and your world in a completely new way. Once that happens, you realize 
that the only thing that matters is love and the only reality is God’s grace. Once 
that happens, you open up the possibility of forgiving and being forgiven because 
you see everything as a new creation. Some have used, especially prior to the 
American Civil War, Jesus’ reference to slavery in our gospel lesson as a 
justification for that evil practice. But it’s just inconsistent with the core of Jesus’ 
teaching: “Love one another.” “Love your neighbor as you love yourself.” “Do 
unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Jesus was not defending slavery 
in this story, he was using the context of his culture to make a very specific point. 
The point of the story is that our role, our job, our work in the world, is to do what 
God calls us to do. We don’t need to demand that God “Increase our faith!”  If we 
have only a little faith, as little as the tiny mustard seed, we can do miraculous 
things if we simply act as we are commanded.  And, the commandment is to love. 
How do we put all this together in a way that gives purpose to our lives today? 
Jesus and the Gospel of Luke are telling us to acknowledge, to embrace, to make 
the most of the faith we have (as little as it may seem to us) simply to do as Jesus 
taught us: to live as God calls us to live. And the truth is:  It doesn’t take much. A 
kind word. An act of compassion. A simple gesture made greater because it is done 
in love. It only takes faith the size of a mustard seed for God to use us to transform 
the world.

In Christ,
Pastor Terry Anderson




